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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE 
FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF FUTURE EDUCATION 

 

GABRIELA POHOAȚĂ 
 

gabriela_pohoata@yahoo.com 
 

Abstract: Artificial intelligence represents one of the most important challenges and 
opportunities for contemporary education. This paper explores the impact of AI on 
teaching, learning and assessment processes, with a focus on higher education, where 
technological transformations are accelerated and inevitable. We have analyzed both the 
benefits brought by personalization of learning and the administrative optimization, as 
well as the risks regarding the academic ethics, excessive dependence on algorithms and 
the uniformity of the educational act. At the heart of the research is the case study 
dedicated to the Smart University concept of ”Dimitrie Cantemir” Christian University, 
a modern university capable of combining cultural and academic tradition with 
technological innovation, becoming a flexible and interactive space of knowledge. The 
methodological approach combines documentary analysis with qualitative data 
interpretation, providing a complex perspective on the role of AI in education. The results 
emphasize the need for a balance between the responsible use of emerging technologies 
and the cultivation of critical, reflective and creative thinking. The general conclusion is 
that the education of the future depends not only on technological progress, but also on 
the ability of the university system to preserve humanistic values and to harmoniously 
integrate them into the digital paradigm. 

 
Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, higher education, Smart University, 

digitalization, innovation, academic ethics, education of the future. 

 
 

The accelerated transformations taking place in the contemporary 
society, driven by technological processes, deeply mark the field of 
education. Among these, artificial intelligence (AI) is emerging as a 
decisive factor, capable of redefining the processes of learning, teaching 
and research. If in the past universities were centers for transmitting 
knowledge and shaping the critical spirit, today they are challenged to 

 
 Prof. PhD. Habil. “Dimitrie Cantemir” Christian University, Law Faculty 

’’MOMCILO LUBURICI”. 
** Mihaela Mocanu, Translator, Lecturer, PhD. “Dimitrie Cantemir” Christian 

University.  
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become spaces for integrating the technological innovation, while 
preserving the fundamental values of education.1  

From the perspective of the correlation stated in the title of the article, 
a rethinking of education at the European level appears as an inexorable 
necessity, starting from primary and preschool education up to doctoral 
studies. Education must be approached in the context of major changes 
taking place throughout the world, being indispensably linked to the 
knowledge society and, even more importantly, to the 
psychophysiological and age-related particularities of the new 
generations.2 Today, youth is evolving rapidly and the current education 
systems in many countries are inert and rigid, risking to be anachronistic 
and incompatible, both with the internal requirements and especially the 
external ones of those who are being trained and formed for a job market, 
which is astonishingly dynamic. The future of education is “tech or 
nothing” and the biggest challenge in both the short and long term is the 
integration of artificial intelligence (AI) into the learning process, being the 
catalyst for profound changes. “The contribution of technology to the 
educational process is enormous, to the point where it transforms the very 
essence of this activity. From phones and tablets to interactive 
whiteboards and artificial intelligence, these developments are changing 
the idea, the meaning of the learning process. In other words, technology 
is not just a “support for learning”, it directly influences what and how we 
learn. For example, today the emphasis is shifting from a paradigm 
focused on memorization to one focused on search. It is more important to 
know what to look for and how to look for it, than to learn by heart 
endless information about one subject or another. In other words, the 
connections between information are more important than the 
memorization of that information”.3 The progress of technology, which 
will inevitably continue to leave its mark on some areas of activity, 
including education, will reach the pinnacle in the future with a 
development of tools that use artificial intelligence. And the biggest 

 
1 UNESCO, AI and Education- Guidance for Policy-Makers, Paris, UNESCO Publishing, 

2021. 
2  Jukka Kangaslathi & Gabriela Pohoață, Education for the Future, Euromentor 

Journal. Studies about education, vol. VIII, no.4/2017, Bucharest, Pro Universitaria 
Publishing House, pp. 7-19. 

3 Dan Cadar, Expert IT- https:// hotnews.ro/ expert-it-viitorul-invatamantului-este-
tech-sau-nu-e-deloc-1788181 
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challenge in both the short and long-term future will be the integration of 
artificial intelligence into the learning and research process. 

 
1. The role of Artificial Intelligence in Higher Education 
Over the past decades, artificial intelligence (AI) has moved from the 

realm of technological experimentation to that of everyday applicability, 
influencing fundamental areas of society. Among these, education 
occupies a central place, as it forms the human resource on which the very 
direction of future progress depends4. The fundamental question is not 
only how AI transforms universities, but also how these institutions can 
remain faithful to their formative mission, in a world dominated by 
algorithms and digitalization.5 

AI promises significant transformations in the way students learn and 
teachers teach, given its potential to personalize learning and streamline 
educational processes. In terms of higher education, the role of AI manifests 
itself in multiple directions. Firstly, AI allows for the personalization of 
learning, adapting the contents and pace of the educational path to the level 
of each student. Intelligent algorithms can analyze the level of preparation, 
the learning style and individual interests, providing specific resources to 
facilitate progress.6 Secondly, in research, AI is becoming an indispensable 
tool for analyzing massive volumes of data, for modeling complex 
processes and for generating hypotheses, accelerating scientific discoveries.7 
Research benefits from advanced big data analysis and machine learning 
tools, capable of discovering correlations impossible to detect through 
traditional methods.8 Thirdly, at the administrative level, AI contributes to 
the streamlining of university processes: resource management, student 
assessment, activity planning and institutional communication. In addition, 
it promotes accessibility and inclusion through automatic translation tools, 
support for students with disabilities and by facilitating the access to global 

 
4 UNESCO, AI and Education- Guidance for Policy-Makers, Paris, UNESCO Publishing, 

2021. 
5 N. Selwyn, Should Robots Replace Teachers? AI and Future of Education, Polity Press, 2019 
6  Wayne Holmes, Maya Bialik, Charles Fadel, Artificial intelligence in Education. 

Promises and implications for Teaching and Learning, Center for Curriculum Redesign, 
Boston, 2019, p. 48. 

7 Stuart Russell, Peter Norving, Artificial intelligence - A modern Approach, New York, 
4th edition, Pearson, 2020, p. 67. 

8 O., Richter-Zawacki, et al., Systematic Review of Research on Artificial intelligence 
Applications in Higher Education, International Journal of Educational Technology in 
Higher Education, 16(1), 2019. 
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educational resources.9 However, these benefits are accompanied by major 

challenges. One of them is of an ethical nature, since the uncritical use of AI 
can encourage plagiarism or diminish academic integrity.10 There is also the 
risk that excessive dependence on algorithms can weaken the intellectual 
autonomy of the student. At a pedagogical level, the problem of the 
superficialization of knowledge arises: learning assisted exclusively by AI 
can reduce the capacity for critical and creative reflection. In addition, we 
should not ignore the fact that AI cannot be used effectively without a 
sound knowledge base and without a certain level of intellectual 
development. Without human discernment, technology risks becoming a 
simple reproduction machine, devoid of real educational value.11 On the 
social level, the discrepancies between universities well-equipped with 
technology and those with limited resources can deepen inequalities. 
Finally, on a legal and technological level, the lack of clear regulations on 
data protection, algorithm transparency and responsibility for decisions 
generated by AI remain an obstacle.12 Against this background, fruitful 
prospects are also opening up. The role of the teacher does not disappear, 
but it is reshaped: his role of a simple transmitter of information is taken 
over by that of a mentor and facilitator of critical thinking, able to guide 
students in a conscious and responsible approach to technology. Smart 
hybrid education, which combines physical presence with adaptive digital 
support, has the potential to increase the efficiency and attractiveness of the 
educational process. Universities can become incubators of innovation, 
developing their own AI solutions and integrating them in a way adapted 
to the disciplinary specifics. In addition, AI supports the process of 
continuous training and lifelong learning, responding to the needs of a 
dynamic and unpredictable society.13 

Artificial intelligence does not replace education, but profoundly 
transforms it. It offers enormous opportunities, but also considerable risks, 
which requires an ethical framework and a responsible rethinking of roles 

 
9 Wei Zhang et al., Artificial intelligence in Education- Emerging Theories, Models and 

Applications, p. 112. 
10 Luciano Floridi, Ethics of Artificial intelligence, Oxford University Press, 2023, p. 203. 
11 Max Tegmark, Life 3.0: Being Human in the Age of Artificial Intelligence, New York, 

Alfred A. Knopf, 2017, p. 154. 
12  Ben Williamson, Rebeca Eynon, John Potter, Education and Technology: Critical 

Perspectives, Possible Futures, Cambridge, MIT Press, ((MA), 2020, p. 156. 
13  Neil Selwyn, Education and Technology: Key Issues and Debates, London, 

Bloomsbury, 2021, p. 89. 
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in the university. If used with discernment, AI can become a partner of 
higher education, capable of strengthening its fundamental mission: the 
formation of free, critical and creative people, prepared to face the 
complexity of the future.14 

 
2. Smart University - modern university between tradition and 

innovation 
The concept of Smart University designates the academic institution 

capable of combining the values of academic tradition - cultivating the 
critical spirit, shaping the character and promoting fundamental knowledge 
- with the innovative potential of digital technologies and artificial 
intelligence. A smart university does not only mean the digitalization of the 
administrative processes or the implementation of online platforms, but it 
also implies an integrated vision, in which technological infrastructure, 
modern pedagogy and scientific research are interconnected. Thus, the 
modern university must become an ecosystem of knowledge, where 
academic tradition is combined with new forms of AI-assisted learning, 
where the professor is both a mentor and a facilitator for the access to global 
resources, and the student is an active partner in the construction of his own 
training. In this paradigm, innovation does not replace tradition, but rather 
valorizes and continues it, ensuring continuity between the past and the 
future. A ”smart” university is, in essence, one that preserves its cultural 
and academic identity, but has the flexibility to respond to the challenges of 
the digital society and prepare competent graduates for tomorrow’s world. 

A smart university involves: integrated digital infrastructure; 
integration of AI in the educational process15 ; intelligent and efficient 
academic management 16 ; orientation towards innovation and global 
openness 17  and an ethical and formative dimension 18 . From this 
perspective, our analysis is based on a case study targeting ”Dimitrie 

Cantemir” Christian University of Bucharest - between tradition and 

 
14 Rose Luckin et al., Intelligence Unbound: The Future of Uploaded and Machine Minds, 

Oxford, Wiley-Blackwell, 2017, p. 100. 
15 W. Holmes, et. al. AI and Education: Towards a Human-Centric Approach, Journal of 

Educational Technology, 2022. 
16  European University Association, Universities without Walls: A Vision for 2030, 

Brussels, 2022. 
17 K., Schwab, The Fourth industrial Revolution, World Economic Forum, 2016. 
18 L., Floridi, The Fourth Revolution: How the infosphere is Reshaping Human Reality. 

Oxford University Press, 2014. 
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Smart University. The fundamental goal of the study aims to highlight to 
what extent DCCU can be included in the Smart University paradigm, by 
reporting on its digital structure, educational strategies and openness to 
innovation. From the perspective of the methodology used, the study is 
based on documented research of official reports, information available on 
institutional platforms and academic events organized by DCCU. The 
comparative method was used to correlate the characteristics of this 
institution with international standards regarding Smart University. The 
quantitative and qualitative analysis of the existing data leads to the 
recognition of the following undeniable reality: ”Dimitrie Cantemir” 
Christian University presents itself as the first SMART private university 
in Romania19, investing in a modern infrastructure: fiber optic network, its 
own e-learning platforms, ultra-modern amphitheaters with global access 
in real time. A distinctive element is provided by the innovative facilities: 
a digital planetarium, a robotics laboratory, a humanoid robot hub, as well 
as a chatbot for students20, all these demonstrating the integration of AI in 
institutional communication. At the same time, DCCU promotes distance 
education through a very well-structured ID Department, which increases 
the accessibility and flexibility of studies. The organization of training 
programs: ”Utilising AI in Teaching and Research” (May 13-19, 2025), 
coordinated by Dr. Okhwa Lee from South Korea, for all the teaching staff 
and the International Summer Program: Artificial Intelligence - New Trends 
for Business & Entrepreneurs, organized in Bucharest (July 15-20, 2025) in 
collaboration with CETYS University, from Mexico, as well as the 
organization of international conferences on topics such as AI and 
Digitalization in the Modern Era (2025) or Ethical Challenges of Digitalization 
confirm the university's strategic orientation towards the issues of AI and 
digital innovation. Thus, in relation to the five essential criteria of the 
Smart University: digital infrastructure, integration of AI in education, 
administrative efficiency, innovation and academic ethics, DCCU meets 
most of the requirements. The current limitations concern the systematic 
integration of AI into the teaching process itself, an aspect that represents 
a future development direction. 

The Christian University ”Dimitrie Cantemir” in Bucharest can be 
considered a relevant example of a Smart University within the private 
universities in Romania. It combines academic tradition and specific 

 
19 www.ucdc.ro, Institutional Presentation, Sept. 2025. 
20 Ibidem, Innovation and Digitalization in Campus, Sept. 2025. 
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cultural profile with modern digital infrastructure and openness to 
innovation, confirming that the modern university model is one of balance 
between tradition and innovation. In the future, we aim to strengthen the 
use of AI in teaching (AI-assisted curriculum, automated assessment, 
digital tutoring), to develop institutional partnerships in the area of 
digitalization and increase the visibility of research in the field of AI 
applied in education. 

 
3. Instead of conclusions 
The current analysis highlights that artificial intelligence is not just a 

technological tool, but a changing force that can redefine the education of 
the future. The Smart University concept offers an innovative framework in 
which digitalization, flexibility and ethical integration of AI combine to 
meet the needs of a constantly changing society. The case study on 
“Dimitrie Cantemir” Christian University in Bucharest demonstrated that 
there are sound premises for private institutions in Romania to align with 
international models, although the challenges related to resources, 
infrastructure and mentality remain significant. The originality of the 
research lies in drawing the Romanian university tradition close to the 
imperatives of global innovation. In this sense, the future of education 
depends on the ability of universities to capitalize on AI not as a substitute 
for knowledge, but as a learning partner, a support for creativity and 
guarantor of academic integrity. Therefore, the university of the future 
will be one capable to join the tradition of intellectual training with digital 
innovation, becoming a space of wisdom supported by technology.   

Thinking about what higher education will look like in the next 50 
years, from the perspective of AI, we could consider several possible 
perspectives: 

1. Fully personalized learning: each student could have an “AI assistant” 
that would adapt all content and assessments to their learning pace and 
style. 

2. Global and continuous education: physical boundaries will be almost 
eliminated; courses will be accessible anywhere and anytime with 
internationally recognized digital certifications. 

3. The teacher’s role transformed: the teacher will be rather a mentor, a 
facilitator, and ethical evaluator than a simple lecturer; AI will take over 
repetitive tasks. 
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4. Advanced assessment and academic integrity: intelligent systems will 
analyze the writing style, creativity, and originality of papers, significantly 
reducing plagiarism. 

5. Humanistic-technological fusion: education will emphasize social, 
ethical, and philosophical competencies, integrated with digital and 
analytical skills. 

 
In short, the education of the future could be more flexible, more tailored 

to each individual, and more deeply humanistic, if we manage to integrate 
AI with discernment and sound values. 

The education of the future cannot be conceived without technology, 
but it should not be reduced to technology either. The smart university 
cultivates not only digital skills, but also critical thinking, creativity and 
moral responsibility. For Romania, coherent national policies, training of 
digital skills, integration of AI in plagiarism control through advanced 
software, and the balance between technological progress and humanistic 
values are necessary. 
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DIGITAL ARCHIVES AND THE PEDAGOGY OF 
ABSENCE: RETHINKING FEMINIST RECOVERY IN 

CONTEMPORARY LITERARY EDUCATION 
 

MERT CAN BEKEN 
 

mert.can.beken@kafkas.edu.tr 
 
Abstract: This article tries to explore how effective digital feminist recovery projects 

are in literary education. Women Writers Online and the Orlando Project platforms give 
access to texts written by forgotten or hardly remembered women writers. However, this 
access raises new questions. Which women writers are selected for digitization in these 
platforms and who decides which works are worth recovering? The article argues that 
effective teaching of recovery is not limited to the list of woman writers in these 
platforms. Instead, teachers should guide students to notice the gaps inside digital 
archives. Once students ask about the women authors who are left out, they will be able to 
begin to comprehend how literary value is produced. They will understand that canon 
formation is a continuing process shaped by power, funding, and class issues. The article 
examines two major digital platforms and proposes a “pedagogy of absence” that 
highlights the women who remain excluded. This approach helps students see that 
feminist recovery is important, but it also forms new selective traditions. 

 
Keywords: Canon formation, Digital archives, Feminist recovery, Literary 

education, Pedagogy of absence 

 
 
Introduction 
For many years, the limits of literary history were shaped by material 

barriers. When a book was no longer in print, it was almost invisible to 
students. This loss affected women writers in particular and moved them 
to the edges of the canon. The rise of digital humanities seemed to offer a 
major change. Many believed that the internet would work as an endless 
library and finally give room to voices that print culture had ignored. This 
shift was not only technical but also political. Susan Brown notes that early 
online projects created “a strong tradition of politically invested digital 
activities” that aimed to “expand available texts beyond the print canon” 

 
 Lecturer PhD. at Kafkas University, School of Foreign Languages, Türkiye. 
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and challenge academic priorities1. By treating the digital archive as a tool 
for intervention rather than simple storage, these early scholars prepared 
the ground for a broader and more inclusive literary history. 

Recognizing this potential, major projects such as Women Writers 
Online and the Orlando Project have spent decades digitizing large 
collections. These platforms have helped move women’s writing from 
limited physical archives into widely accessible digital spaces. In the 
1990s, finding a minor seventeenth-century woman poet often required 
travel, special permissions, and expert support. Today, researchers can 
reach these texts with a simple login. This easy access depends on a 
complex technical system. As Julia Flanders and Fotis Jannidis note, the 
adoption of meta-models such as SGML reflected a deliberate effort “to 
pull the modelling of data away from consideration of specific tools” in 
order to “enable the same data to be used in many different contexts”2. 
This combination of technical planning and archival work represents a 
significant achievement in feminist recovery. It has created a sense that the 
historical record is more complete than before, even as questions about 
ongoing gaps remain. 

However, this digital abundance creates a new dilemma. Not every 
writer makes the transition to the screen, and certainly not every text is 
deemed worthy of digitization. Each platform is forced to make 
exclusionary choices based on limited time, funding, technology, and 
shifting institutional priorities. Consequently, digital projects do not 
simply reflect literary history; they actively curate it. This process proves 
that the archive is never an objective container. As Michel-Rolph Trouillot 
argues, the “presences and absences” found in archives “are neither 
neutral or natural” but are actively “created,” resulting in “silences of 
various kinds and degrees”3. Therefore, when we view a digital collection, 
we are not witnessing a random loss of data, but rather a structural silence 
produced by specific decisions about value and relevance. 

For this reason, literary education should not treat digital archives as 
complete or neutral sources. Simply placing forgotten texts on a syllabus 

 
1  In Elizabeth Losh and Jacqueline Wernimont, eds., Bodies of Information: 

Intersectional Feminism and Digital Humanities, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2018, p. 261. 

2 Julia Flanders and Fotis Jannidis, eds., The Shape of Data in the Digital Humanities: 
Modeling Texts and Text-Based Resources, London: Routledge, 2019, p. 15. 

3 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History, 2nd 
rev. ed., Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2015, p. 48. 
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does not resolve the problem. Students must also study how the archive itself 
is made. This view matches early feminist criticism. Gilbert and Gubar note 
that meaningful interpretation requires “reading between the lines… discovering 
what is left unsaid or what is even concealed.”4 When students apply this idea to 
digital collections, they learn to look beyond the screen and ask who is 
absent. Through this process, they see that literary value is constructed rather 
than natural. They learn that the canon is not fixed and only changes when its 
rules of inclusion and exclusion are questioned. 

To address this issue, the article proposes a “pedagogy of absence.” 
This method uses digital archives not only to present recovered texts but 
also to draw attention to what is missing. By examining these absences, 
students gain a clearer sense of how literary history is made. They learn 
that feminist recovery is important, yet it also involves selective choices. 
The next sections study major digital recovery platforms to show how this 
pedagogy exposes the ongoing, power-shaped process of canon formation. 

 
Theoretical Framework 
To outline a “pedagogy of absence,” we first need to understand the 

tensions that shape digital recovery. This study works across three fields: 
feminist literary history, archival theory, and critical pedagogy. These 
fields are often discussed separately yet bringing them together shows 
why digitizing a text alone cannot repair the canon. 

The foundation of this work lies in the feminist recovery movement 
that began in the 1970s. Early scholars like Sandra Gilbert, Susan Gubar, 
and Elaine Showalter argued that women writers had not simply been 
forgotten; they had been actively suppressed. The goal was to find these 
“lost grandmothers” and restore them to their rightful place in history. 
Elaine Showalter underscores the psychological toll of this exclusion by 
citing Virginia Woolf’s observation of the “buried suffering” within 
women's texts. Analyzing Charlotte Brontë, the critic notes that one can 
“feel an acidity which is the mark of an oppression... a rancour which 
contracts those books, splendid as they are, with a spasm of pain”5. By 
identifying these scars in the text, feminist scholars transformed recovery 
from a mere archival task into an act of political and emotional justice. 

 
4 Rebecca Pohl, An Analysis of Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in 

the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination, Macat 
International, distributed by Routledge, 2018, p. 29. 

5 Elaine Showalter, A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Brontë to 
Lessing, new revised ed., London: Virago, 1982, p. 285. 
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When this mission moved to the digital realm, the initial assumption 
was that technology would solve the problem of physical scarcity. If print 
anthologies were too expensive or too small to include everyone, the 
infinite space of the internet would surely fit them all. However, Critical 
Digital Humanities (CDH) scholars have challenged this utopian view, 
arguing that the information we see on screens is never neutral. Lisa 
Gitelman critiques the widespread use of the term “raw data,” arguing 
that even minimal reflection shows “its self-contradiction… [for] data are 
always already 'cooked' and never entirely ‘raw’”6. This point is central to 
feminist recovery. Digitization does not naturally preserve history. It is a 
process in which certain texts and authors are selected while others are 
excluded. 

This raises questions about the archive itself. Archives are not neutral 
storage spaces. They are sites of authority. Jacques Derrida traces this 
authority to the ancient “archons,” magistrates who controlled official 
documents. According to Derrida, these guardians had “the hermeneutic 
right and competence,” giving them “the power to interpret the 
archives”7. In digital contexts, project editors and encoders function as 
modern archons. Their decisions on tagging, categorization, and display 
shape the boundaries of women’s literary history. 

Recognizing these gaps requires a change in teaching. Traditional 
education often follows what Paulo Freire called the “banking model,” in 
which teachers deposit knowledge into passive students. Freire notes that 
this model reduces critical consciousness: “the more students work at 
storing the deposits entrusted to them, the less they develop the critical 
consciousness which would result from their intervention in the world as 
transformers of that world”8. A pedagogy of absence rejects this static 
approach. It aligns with bell hooks’ “engaged pedagogy,” encouraging 
students to question authority structures in both the classroom and digital 
archives. A digital archive is not merely a resource; it is a site that requires 
critical interrogation. 

 

 
6 Lisa Gitelman, ed., “Raw Data” Is an Oxymoron, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2013, p. 2. 
7  Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, trans. Eric Prenowitz, 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996, p. 2. 
8  Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. Myra Bergman Ramos, 30th 

anniversary ed., London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014, p. 73. 
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Methodology 
This study uses a “critical interface analysis” instead of counting 

missing authors. The method treats digital archives as designed texts with 
messages and limits. Women Writers Online (WWO) and the Orlando Project 
are the main examples. They were chosen because of their scale and 
because they are major models for feminist digital recovery. 

The analysis worked on two levels. First, it examined the para-texts of 
the archives, such as project documents, funding histories, and technical 
guidelines. These materials show the practical pressures that shape 
inclusion and exclusion. They reveal financial, institutional, and 
technological demands. They also expose the large amount of labor behind 
the data, which is often hidden from users. 

Second, the analysis focused on the archive interface itself. The study 
considered how a student might interact with menus, search functions, 
and visualization tools. Attention to the system’s guidance, obstacles, and 
omissions allowed observation of how design shapes interpretation. 
Together, these levels demonstrate the pedagogy of absence in practice. 
They show how technical limits can be used to teach students about 
selection, visibility, and the production of literary value. 

To address these issues, this article proposes a pedagogy of absence. 
This method uses digital archives not only to present recovered texts but 
also to highlight what remains invisible. Studying missing materials helps 
students understand how literary history is constructed and that feminist 
recovery work, while valuable, is inevitably selective. The following 
sections analyze major digital recovery platforms to show how this 
pedagogy exposes the ongoing, power-driven formation of the canon. 

 
Digital Recovery Platforms: Scope, Structure, and Pedagogical 

Potential 
Before proposing specific pedagogical strategies, questions of how these 

digital archives contain and how they organize knowledge should be 
answered. This section examines some major platforms that have reshaped 
access to women's literary history. Rather than evaluating these projects as 
complete or incomplete, I approach them as pedagogical resources that offer 
both opportunities and challenges for teaching literary history. 

 
The Landscape of Digital Recovery 
Digital feminist recovery has produced several significant platforms, 

each with distinct scope and editorial philosophy. In this study, The 
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Orlando and Women Writers Online (WWO) have been selected as primary 
sources. First, The Orlando Project represents one of the most 
comprehensive biographical and bibliographical resources. Developed 
collaboratively by scholars and co-edited by Susan Brown, Patricia 
Clements, and Isobel Grundy, the platform contains entries on more than 
1,400 writers from the British Isles according to 2022 data.9 The project 
combines biographical narratives with extensive contextual historical 
material. This wide range of the platform has created a web of 
interconnected information about women's literary production since its 
foundation in 2006.  

This interconnected structure has significant pedagogical value. 
Students can begin with a canonical figure and discover her lesser-known 
contemporaries through the platform's linking system. They can search by 
theme—such as “slavery” or “French Revolution” to observe which 
women writers engaged with these topics. The architecture encourages 
exploratory learning rather than linear reading. As Waniek argues, the 
platform's design reflects a feminist commitment to representing 
relationships and contexts rather than isolating individual great authors:  

While the canon is composed of authors validated by criticism, 
culture and time, the digital archive offers a complete image of an 
age, that can be very different from the canon, and it is important 
for the public to gain awareness of a very different literary 
landscape than that offered by the classic textbooks.10 

 
The other selected platform Women Writers Online has been providing 

an electronic collection since the late 1980s. The platform provides TEI-
encoded full texts of at least 1500 women writers who wrote before 1850.11 
These searchable texts make rare materials about women writers of this 
period accessible. The platform takes a different approach by privileging 
the text itself. Users can search for specific words, phrases, or linguistic 
patterns across the entire corpus. This enables forms of analysis 
impossible with physical books—tracing the evolution of terms, 

 
9 “Preface,” Orlando Project, accessed [04.12.20205]  
https://orlando.cambridge.org/about/preface. 
10 Iulia Waniek, “Reviewing Women’s Literary Contribution in Pre-Modern Times in 

the Age of Digital Humanities,” Cogito Multidisciplinary Research Journal, Vol. XVII, No. 
3/2025, (212-226), p. 213. 

11 “About,” Women Writers Project, accessed [04.12.20205],  
https://www.wwp.northeastern.edu/about/ 
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comparing usage across decades, or identifying shared themes through 
keyword searches. 

The pedagogical potential here lies in close reading at scale. Students 
can examine how women writers used particular vocabulary or narrative 
techniques, comparing practices across different time periods or social 
contexts. As Holland and Brown argue, feminist digital archives “offer 
myriad new ways to probe women’s literary history,” which allows 
readers to see how the history of writing in support of women’s rights and 
equality has long roots.12 In this sense, Orlando and WWO do more than 
simply gather texts; they invite students to follow patterns, discover gaps, 
and think critically about how literary knowledge is constructed. What 
emerges is not only access to authors once overlooked, but also an active 
encounter with how archives shape understanding. This creates a learning 
space where students can both read and question, making recovery not 
just a matter of preservation but of interpretation.  

 
Historical Context: From Physical to Digital Archives 
To understand why these platforms matter for teaching, we must 

recall what literary education looked like before they existed. The feminist 
recovery movement of the 1980s revealed how much had been 
overlooked. Dale Spender’s Mothers of the Novel (1986) documented 
more than 100 women novelists in the eighteenth century and about 600 
novels. Jane Spencer’s The Rise of the Woman Novelist (1986) also showed 
women’s central role in shaping the novel. She notes that, 

the rise of the novel cannot be understood fully without 
considering how its conventions were shaped by the contributions 
of a large number of women, their writing deeply marked by the 
‘femininity’ insistently demanded of them by the culture to which 
they belonged.13 

 
This reminds us that women were not marginal figures in literary 

history. They were active contributors who helped form entire genres. 
Digital platforms such as Orlando and WWO now let students read these 

 
12 Katie Holland and Susan Brown, “Project | Process | Product: Feminist Digital 

Subjectivity in a Shifting Scholarly Field,” in Bodies of Information: Intersectional Feminism 
and Digital Humanities, ed. Elizabeth Losh and Jacqueline Wernimont (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2018), (409–434), 411. 

13  Jane Spencer, The Rise of the Woman Novelist: From Aphra Behn to Jane Austen, 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986, p. iii. 
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writers directly. Students can trace patterns, notice gaps, and find links 
that were long hidden. Yet many of these writers still remain hard to 
access outside specialist study. This shows that scholarship and teaching 
must continue working to close this gap. 

The contradiction was stark: feminist scholars proved that women had 
been writing prolifically, but their physical texts remained locked in rare 
book rooms. As Ezell has shown, traditional literary histories had 
systematically excluded women's contributions, reducing complex literary 
landscapes to a handful of canonical male authors. She notes that “in 
general, the main focus of attention by feminist scholars studying pre-1700 
writers has been on the essential task of the recovery of these lost texts, 
asserting their existence and making available a body of women's 
writings.”14 This highlights the painstaking work required to bring these 
authors into view. In the case of eighteenth-century fiction, standard 
accounts focused on Defoe, Fielding, Richardson, Smollett, and Sterne, 
while the numerous women novelists who dominated the market 
remained invisible in curricula. 

Digital platforms promised to solve this accessibility problem. What 
took weeks of interlibrary loan requests and produced poor-quality 
photocopies in the 1990s now requires only an internet connection. This 
technological shift has fundamentally altered what is possible in 
undergraduate education. However, as Derrida's concept of the archon 
reminds us, those who control access to the archive also shape how it is 
interpreted. The shift from physical to digital has changed who can access 
texts, but it has not eliminated the interpretive power exercised by those 
who decide which texts to digitize and how to present them. 

 
Diversity and Representation: The Scope of Recovery 
Recent scholarship has documented the remarkable diversity of 

women's writing that digital platforms have made visible. Women wrote 
across all genres: plays, poetry, novels, essays, philosophy, science, and 
journalism. As Waniek notes, these studies reveal “an eighteenth-century 
society where women had much more agency and participation in cultural 
matters than the official narrative allowed”, contributing as 
commentators, historians, and reformers involved in initiatives such as the 

 
14 Margaret J.M. Ezell, Writing Women’s Literary History, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1993, p. 4. 
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anti-slavery lobby. 15  Digital recovery has made this generic diversity 
visible in ways that print anthologies, constrained by space and cost, could 
not. 

Consider the range of activity this research has uncovered. Margaret 
Cavendish wrote what is often considered one of the first works of science 
fiction, The Blazing World (1668), combining philosophical speculation with 
fantastical narrative. Mary Astell argued systematically for women's 
education in A Serious Proposal to the Ladies (1694), proposing the 
establishment of a women's academy funded by redirecting dowry 
money. Catharine Trotter published a sophisticated defence of John 
Locke's epistemology in 1702, demonstrating women's participation in 
Enlightenment philosophical debates. Penelope Aubin wrote adventure 
novels in the 1720s that engaged with contemporary concerns about 
piracy, slavery, and colonial trade. Eliza Haywood experimented with 
multiple novelistic forms across a forty-year career, producing an 
estimated 67-93 works that ranged from scandalous amatory fiction to 
didactic moral tales.16  

This diversity contradicts the persistent stereotype that women's 
writing was limited to domestic romance or sentimental fiction. The 
platforms make this diversity searchable and teachable. An instructor 
designing a course on eighteenth-century literature can now include 
philosophical treatises by women alongside novels, or pair women's 
political journalism with their fiction. Students gain a more complete 
picture of the literary landscape than was possible when teaching relied 
solely on expensive print anthologies with limited selections. 

Economic factors also shaped women's literary production in ways 
that digital platforms help illuminate. Many women wrote professionally 
out of financial necessity. Sarah Fielding lived with her brother Henry 
Fielding after his wife's death because the family lacked money for 
dowries, and she supported herself through her writing. Spurred on by 
these economic necessities, Fielding evidently realized that she would 
need to be quite daring, since, as Jameson notes, “a paid female author 
was associated with sexual transgression and her work classed as an 
inferior product.” 17  Charlotte Smith, Hannah More, and Mary 

 
15 Iulia Waniek, op. cit., p. 224. 
16 Iulia Waniek, op. cit., pp. 216-218. 
17 June Jameson, Sarah Fielding: Satire and Subversion in the Eighteenth-Century Novel, 

PhD diss., University of Sunderland, 2008, p. 63 
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Wollstonecraft all relied on literary earnings to support themselves and, in 
some cases, their children. Understanding these material conditions helps 
students see writing as labor, not just artistic expression. 

Digital platforms make this economic context visible through 
biographical information and contextual materials. When students learn 
that Eliza Haywood produced dozens of works across four decades, they 
understand the professionalization of authorship. When they encounter 
Aphra Behn's status as England's first professional woman writer, they 
grasp that women participated in literary markets as economic agents, not 
just as amateur practitioners writing for private circulation. 

For pedagogy, these cases show that women were not simply 
following male literary models, instead; they have been innovative and 
productive. Students can observe the development of genres through 
women’s unique contributions. This background will allow them to see 
how literary forms evolved with both female and male authorship. This 
perspective challenges the traditional idea that often portrays genre 
development as primarily driven by men, with women appearing only as 
later followers. 

 
Critical Reception and Canon Formation 
Digital platforms also document how women writers were received by 

their contemporaries and later critics. This reception history has significant 
pedagogical value for teaching about canon formation as a social and 
historical process rather than a reflection of intrinsic literary merit. 

Eighteenth-century periodicals frequently attacked women novelists. 
Joseph Addison and Richard Steele used The Spectator to mock female 
authors, while Alexander Pope targeted Eliza Haywood in The Dunciad 
(1728). As Ballaster notes, Pope represents her as “the authoress of those 
most scandalous books,” and condemns “those shameless Scriblers… who 
in libellous Memoirs and Novels, reveal the faults and misfortunes of both 
sexes,” presenting her as an emblem of commercial literary degradation.18 
Yet these same writers were commercially successful and widely read by 
contemporary audiences. This contradiction teaches students that literary 
value is contested, not intrinsic. The writers who sold well and engaged 
readers were not necessarily those whom elite male critics praised. 

 
18 Ros Ballaster, Seductive Forms: Women’s Amatory Fiction from 1684 to 1740: With 

Particular Reference to Aphra Behn, Delarivier Manley, and Eliza Haywood, Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1992, p. 161. 
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Victorian criticism often condemned earlier women writers as immoral. 
Margaret Cavendish, who had published openly and sought intellectual 
recognition in the 1660s, was retrospectively mocked as eccentric and 
presumptuous as noted by Allen et al “Margaret never received the fame 
and admiration that she craved – just notoriety, and later neglect. Her 
unconventional manners and dress earned her the nickname ‘Mad 
Madge’.”19 These historical details reveal the social pressures that shaped 
women's relationship to authorship and public identity. 

For students, learning the reception history is crucial. They see that the 
canon they inherited was constructed through specific critical choices that 
reflected values and blind spots, not through natural selection of the “best” 
works. They understand that value judgments reflect historical moments and 
ideological positions. When students examine how the same writer, Aphra 
Behn for instance, was condemned as immoral in the Victorian period but 
celebrated as a feminist pioneer in the late twentieth century, they grasp that 
literary value is historically contingent and culturally constructed. 

 
Pedagogical Implications 
The platforms discussed above enable several pedagogical approaches 

that were previously difficult or impossible. Comparative gender analysis 
becomes feasible when instructors can pair male and female writers who 
addressed similar themes. Delarivière Manley and Jonathan Swift both 
wrote political satire and shared editorial responsibilities for the periodical 
The Examiner, yet literary history remembers Swift as a major political 
satirist while Manley has been marginalized as a scandalmonger. Students 
can read both authors and examine how gender shaped both 
contemporary reception and subsequent canonization. 

Generic study of lesser-known forms becomes practical. Students can 
examine travel narratives, quixotic novels, philosophical treatises, or 
periodical essays by women writers, expanding their understanding of 
eighteenth-century literary culture beyond the canonical novel. Network 
analysis becomes possible through platforms like Orlando that document 
connections between writers. Students can map intellectual communities, 
tracing how Mary Astell, Anne Finch, and Lady Mary Chudleigh formed a 
network of proto-feminist thinkers who read and responded to each 
other's work. 

 
19 Allen, K., Cawthorne, S., Hodgson, A., and Stoneham, T., “Margaret Cavendish: 

The Blazing World of,” Department of Philosophy, University of York, n.d., p. 19. 
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Material culture studies gain new meaning through these projects. 
Students can look at how women kept commonplace books, shared letters 
in their circles, and revised their writing over time. These physical traces 
connect abstract literary ideas to the lived realities of writing, circulation, 
and reading. Reception history also becomes easier to teach when 
platforms include contextual essays. Students can follow how Margaret 
Cavendish moved from ridicule in the 1660s to recognition as an 
important philosopher and literary innovator today. This shift helps them 
see that literary value is constructed, changeable, and shaped by history. 

 
Synthesis: Bridging Recovery and Pedagogy 
The platforms discussed here have done important work. They have 

made hundreds of rare texts available. They have documented women’s 
writing across centuries. They have also offered scholarly tools that help 
explain these texts. For teachers, this is a new and valuable resource. 
However, their value is not only about access. By showing the range of 
women’s writing, they challenge students’ ideas about literary history. 
Students learn that women wrote in many genres, not only domestic 
fiction. They see that women were successful and widely read in their own 
time. They learn that economic need shaped much women’s writing. They 
also see that women created new forms and engaged in political and 
philosophical debates. Finally, they learn that canon formation and critical 
reception change over time and reflect shifting priorities. These lessons 
cannot be taught through lecture alone. They arise when students work 
with the archive directly. They search databases, compare writers, follow 
themes, and discover links they did not expect. 

Yet as the theoretical framework of this article has established, digital 
archives are not neutral repositories. They are constructed by modern 
“archons” who exercise what Derrida called hermeneutic power through 
their choices about what to digitize, how to encode it, and how to present 
it. The platforms contain not just presences but also absences—writers 
who remain undigitized, metadata categories that go unused, search 
functions that privilege certain kinds of inquiry over others, and 
organizational structures that reflect particular scholarly and institutional 
priorities. The pedagogy I propose in the following section seeks to make 
these absences as instructive as the presences, turning the limitations of 
digital recovery into opportunities for critical thinking about how literary 
history is written and who gets to write it. 
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Pedagogical Strategies: Teaching Through Absence 
Digital recovery platforms explicitly support classroom use. Orlando's 

documentation describes students as “important members” of its 
community, emphasizing how the textbase reveals “new patterns, new 
connections, and new traditions” for both beginners and advanced 
researchers.20 This pedagogical vision has materialized in diverse courses. 
Kanika Batra integrates Orlando with Women Writers Online in “The Empire 
Codes Back,” a graduate course that examines how postcolonial authors 
“re-code genre and employment,” “subvert normative gender codes,” and 
are situated within “digital codes and tags of revisionary literary 
histories,” while drawing on projects such as Women Writers Online, 
Postcolonial Digital Humanities, and Orlando to support that work. 21  
Students can discover obscure writers, trace intellectual networks, and 
connect historical context to literary analysis. However, most existing 
assignments treat platforms as information sources rather than objects of 
critical inquiry. Students ask “What can Orlando or WWO tell us about 
women writers?” but not “What does Orlando's structure tell us about how 
literary history gets constructed?” The pedagogy I propose builds on these 
successes while adding a critical dimension: students learn to read the 
archive itself as a text shaped by particular choices, priorities, and 
limitations.  

 
The Additive Approach 
The simplest method is to add recovered women writers to existing 

syllabi. A teacher might include Charlotte Smith's sonnets alongside 
Wordsworth's in a Romanticism course, or assign Aphra Behn's Oroonoko 
in a survey of early fiction. This approach has real value: students 
encounter more women writers and see that women participated in 
literary movements. 

However, this method still treats women writers as additions to the 
old system. Smith seems important mainly because she influenced 
Wordsworth. Behn matters mostly because she wrote before Defoe. The 
male canon stays as the main standard. Students learn that women wrote, 

 
20 “Preface,” Orlando Project, accessed [05.12.2025],  
https://orlando.cambridge.org/about/preface 
21 “Past Graduate Course Offerings, 2019,” Texas Tech University, Department of 

English, accessed [05.12.2025],  
https://www.depts.ttu.edu/english/degree_resources/courses/past_course_offeri

ngs/2019_all_grad_lcwl.php 
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but they do not ask why these women were forgotten. They do not learn 
how the canon was created. The system itself, its periods, categories, and 
rules, remains unseen and unquestioned. 

 
The Comparative-Dialogic Approach 
A stronger method teaches canonical and recovered texts together in 

intentional pairing. Instead of adding Smith as a minor note to 
Wordsworth, the instructor shapes the course around their relationship. 
Students read both poets and discuss how gender influenced their access 
to publication, their themes, and their reception by critics. 

In the same way, pairing Delarivière Manley with Jonathan Swift 
shows how two writers who worked in similar political journalism 
received very different treatment in literary history. Swift became a 
canonical satirist, while Manley was dismissed as a scandalmonger even 
though she addressed the same political issues. This comparison makes 
clear how gender affected canon formation. 

The comparative approach shows students that men and women writers 
engaged with similar contexts and concerns. It highlights how gender shaped 
both writing and critical reception but it still positions male writers as the 
main point of reference. We ask how women writers relate to canonical men, 
rather than what women writers achieved on their own terms. 

 
Recovery-as-Critique: The Pedagogy of Absence 
The approach I advocate goes further. It treats the digital archive itself as 

an object of critical inquiry. Students study not just recovered texts but the 
recovery process. They learn to ask: Who chose which writers to digitize? 
What criteria shaped those choices? Who remains absent and why? 

This approach aligns with the theoretical framework established earlier. 
If Derrida is correct that archons exercise hermeneutic power, then students 
must learn to identify and question that power. If Trouillot is right that 
archival silences are produced rather than natural, then teaching students to 
notice silence becomes as important as teaching them to read texts. 

 
Assignment Example: Searching for Patterns 
Students use Women Writers Online to conduct comparative searches: 

• Search “aristocrat” or “lady” → note number of results, 
• Search “working class” or “servant” → compare results, 
• Search “marriage” and “slavery” → which generates more 

hits? 
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These searches make selection patterns visible. Students discover that 
certain social positions and themes are more represented than others. They 
begin to ask why. Is this because aristocratic women wrote more? Or 
because their writing was more likely to be preserved and now digitized? 
The exercise turns database limitations into learning opportunities. 

 
Assignment Example: Metadata Analysis 
Students examine a writer's entry in the Orlando Project: 

• What biographical information is included? 
• How is the writer categorized (genre, period, influence)? 
• What is absent? (social class, sexuality, political affiliations?) 
• How might different metadata change interpretation? 

 
This assignment teaches students that categorization is interpretation. 

The tags and labels applied to a writer shape how users find and 
understand them. When Katherine Philips's poems to women are 
described as “friendship poetry” with no mention of potential homoerotic 
content, that choice makes queer readings less discoverable. Students learn 
that archival description is never neutral. 

 
Assignment Example: The Missing Writer Profile 
Students research a writer who should logically be in a digital 

collection but is not: 
• Ann Yearsley: working-class poet, contemporary of Hannah 

More, 
• Mary Carleton: criminal biographer, contemporary of Aphra 

Behn, 
• Mary Seacole: Jamaican-Scottish autobiographer, Victorian 

period. 
 
For their chosen writer, students investigate: Why might this writer be 

absent? What would her inclusion change about our understanding of the 
period? What does her absence reveal about recovery priorities? 

This assignment requires students to use traditional research tools 
(bibliographies, reference works) to find writers who are not in digital 
databases. They discover that recovery is incomplete and ongoing. They 
also learn that some forms of writing—cheap print, oral tradition, hybrid 
genres—are structurally harder to digitize, which has consequences for 
whose voices become accessible. 
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A Brief Case Study: Teaching Aphra Behn 
To illustrate how these approaches work in practice, consider teaching 

Aphra Behn's Oroonoko (1688). Digital platforms have made Behn widely 
accessible. Women Writers Online includes multiple Behn texts. Orlando 
provides extensive biographical and critical context. Teachers no longer 
need rare book access to assign Behn. 

But accessibility alone does not guarantee critical engagement. Using 
recovery-as-critique pedagogy, teachers can ask: Why is Oroonoko Behn's 
most taught text? Women Writers Online digitized Oroonoko but not all of 
Behn's plays. Orlando emphasizes Behn's novelistic and poetic work more 
than her drama. These choices reflect current scholarly interests—
postcolonial studies, slavery studies, the rise of the novel. They make 
Oroonoko highly visible while other Behn texts remain relatively obscure. 

Students can compare Behn with Mary Carleton, her contemporary. 
Both wrote about transgression, cross-dressing, and social mobility. But 
Carleton wrote criminal biography, a “low” genre. She does not appear in 
Women Writers Online. This absence teaches students that recovery follows 
literary hierarchies. Texts that can be defended as formally sophisticated 
or politically progressive get digitized first. Texts that are sensational, 
commercial, or generically marginal remain inaccessible. 

Students can also examine how Behn's reception history appears in 
Orlando. The Victorian condemnation of Behn as immoral, the twentieth-
century feminist recovery, and current scholarly debates about her racial 
politics—all this contextualizes how literary value changes across time. 
Students see that Behn meant different things to different generations. She 
is not inherently canonical; she has been made canonical through specific 
critical choices. 

This case study demonstrates that pedagogy of absence works by 
making students active investigators rather than passive receivers of 
recovered texts. They do not just read Behn; they investigate why they are 
reading Behn, how Behn became accessible, and what remains inaccessible 
about Behn's literary production and historical context. 

 
Conclusion 
This article examined how digital feminist recovery influences literary 

education today. It argued that these projects expand what can be taught, 
yet they also introduce new limits. Platforms such as Women Writers 
Online and the Orlando Project give access to many texts that printed 
anthologies excluded. Because of this, students now encounter 



VOLUME XVI, NO.4/DECEMBER 2025 32 

philosophical essays, scientific writing, adventure narratives, and political 
satire by women. These genres were rarely visible in traditional 
collections. 

Yet this broader access requires careful thought. Archives are not 
neutral spaces, and power shapes how they function. Derrida’s concept of 
“archontic” authority illustrates this idea. It shows that decisions about 
what to preserve, how to organize materials, and who may access them 
involve control. Each digitized text points to others that remain unseen. 
Classification choices support some research interests while overlooking 
others. Even interface design steers users toward certain questions and 
limits other paths. In this way, it shapes how knowledge is produced. 

The pedagogy of absence responds to these conditions by inviting 
students to look at archives with attention to what is missing. When they 
ask which voices remain outside the record, even in feminist collections, 
they learn how literary history is built. They see that the canon does not 
grow from pure merit. It grows from institutional priorities, funding 
pressures, and shifting scholarly interests. 

This approach brings important benefits. Students learn to question 
digital sources instead of treating them as clear mirrors of the past. They 
begin to see how technical choices, such as selection, metadata, and search 
design, shape interpretation. They also learn that gender does not exist on 
its own. It interacts with race, class, sexuality, nationality, and other parts 
of identity. 

The pedagogy also presents recovery as a continuing process. 
Feminist scholars have recovered many forgotten writers. Yet the act of 
recovery still leaves new silences. Aristocratic writers appear more often 
than working-class authors. White writers remain more visible than 
writers of colour. Queer subjects are often unmarked and therefore 
difficult to trace. Writers from the Global South face more barriers because 
of language limits, weak archival systems, colonial legacies, and gaps in 
translation. 

Naming these gaps does not weaken recovery work. Instead, it honours 
it. It treats recovery seriously and recognizes it as part of ongoing struggles 
over whose voices matter and whose stories deserve attention. When 
students learn to read digital archives for both presence and absence, they 
become active thinkers rather than passive readers. They learn to ask how 
literary history is produced and who holds the power to shape it. 

The aim is not to create complete archives. That aim is impossible and 
misleading because it hides the selective nature of knowledge production. 
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Instead, this pedagogy seeks to develop critically aware students. These 
students understand that every archive, canon, or syllabus reflects choices 
that could have been made differently. They will continue feminist 
recovery efforts while also questioning their limits. They will ask which 
voices still need attention. They will see recovery as unfinished, not as 
failure, but as the condition that allows critical work to move forward. 
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Abstract: The article analyzes the evolution of the main educational policies in 
Romania during the period 2007 — 2025, after the country’s accession to the European 
Union. It addresses legislative changes (especially the National Education Law and its 
revisions), pre-university and university reforms, financing policies, measures for 
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analysis combines legislative documents, EU and OECD reports, World Bank studies 
and performance indicators (PISA). The conclusions identify important progress 
(curriculum modernization, investments financed through international projects), but 
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long-term financing, evaluation reforms and support for early inclusion, sustainable 
digitalization and strengthening local administrative capacity. 
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1. Introduction 
Romania's accession to the European Union in 2007 was a defining 

moment for the education system, marking the beginning of a process of 
legislative, curricular and institutional alignment with European 
standards. The reforms aimed at both increasing quality and reducing 
inequalities, as well as integrating digital technologies. Education was 
considered a strategic pillar for economic development and social 
cohesion, which required profound revisions of educational policies.1 

The pre-existing system faced major challenges: poor infrastructure in 
rural areas, outdated curricula, significant gaps between the performance 
of students in urban and rural areas and high school dropout rates.2 In this 
context, post-accession educational policies had as their central objective 
the increase in the quality of education and the alignment with European 

 
 PhD. in Political Sciences, University of Bucharest. 
1Ministry of Education, National Education Law no.1/2011, Official Gazette, Bucharest. 
2 Eurostat, Early leavers from education and training, Romania, 2023. 
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indicators, as well as the integration of the principles of equity and social 
inclusion. 

The purpose of this research is to present a critical analysis and 
contextualization of priority educational policies in Romania. This analysis 
allows the identification of the main approaches and conceptual options 
that underlie or legitimize these policies, the target groups in question, as 
well as a description of their origins and development, taking into account 
administrative, financial and educational aspects. There is undoubtedly a 
need for this type of policies in the Romanian educational system, given 
the significant social inequalities that translate into deficiencies in 
education and that require compensation through specific educational 
policies. 

The existence of these inequalities has been recognised in official 
documents for only a few years, and this recognition has given rise to 
measures explicitly aimed at alleviating inequalities. Thus, although the 
concept of "priority education policy" does not appear as such in legal 
texts, we currently see the appearance in official documents of the formula 
"priority education area/area", without explaining the meaning to be 
given to it.3  Furthermore, to date there is no systematic analysis and 
evaluation of the impact of policies and measures already taken to reduce 
inequalities and to meet the specific needs of certain groups. However, 
such an analysis seems all the more timely as major education reforms are 
foreseen. 

We managed to identify four categories of target groups for priority 
educational policies in the sense of the definition adopted in this paper 
(regardless of whether they are labeled as “priority” in official documents 
or not): 

- children with special educational needs4 and gifted children; 

 
3 A concrete example can be found in the documents of the PHARE project of the 

Ministry of Education and Research on access to education for disadvantaged groups, in 
the orders of the Ministry of Education and Research adopted in July 2007, or in the 
statements of the Presidency in the context of the debate on the future of education 
reform (report of the second meeting of the Presidential Commission for Policy Analysis 
and Development in Education and Research – September 13, 2007), as well as in the 
National Pact for Education, signed by all parliamentary political parties and by the 
President on March 5. 

4  The definition in the law on children and adults with disabilities (Romanian 
Parliament, law 448/2006) is confusing, but seems to be taken as a point of reference in 
educational documents. It refers to additional educational needs associated with 
"individual deficiencies" or "learning difficulties". 
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- children belonging to national minorities; 
- Roma children; 
- children living in rural areas. 
 
Thus, we begin this research by describing the evolution of the 

Romanian educational system, from 1989 to the present, as a reference 
framework for understanding the evolution of priority educational 
policies, while the following sections analyze educational policies 
regarding the four categories of target groups identified. 

 
2. Educational policies and their evolution, from communism to the 

post-EU accession period 
A series of fundamental changes were initiated in the education 

system in 1990, immediately after the collapse of the totalitarian 
communist regime. Among the most important changes, it should be 
mentioned: the elimination of the Marxist ideological basis from the 
content of school curricula, the introduction of religious education at all 
levels of primary and secondary education, as well as the implementation 
of a new set of measures to allow children of national minorities to study 
in their own language. At the same time, beyond these "emergency" 
measures5 , the system remained hypercentralized, with an overloaded 
curriculum and a greater emphasis on the transmission of knowledge than 
on critical understanding and the development of skills. A group of 
recognized specialists analyzing this evolution speaks of a "repair phase", 
followed by a "phase of confrontation of alternatives".6 

In 1995 a new education law was adopted; efforts to propose a new 
perspective on the curriculum were made in the same year.7 But a broader 
reform was initiated only in 1998.8 According to L. Vlasceanu, we are in a 
"systematic construction phase". Officially, this reform aims to reduce the 
emphasis on the acquisition of knowledge for the benefit of children's 
personal development. More in theory than in reality, it also offers more 

 
5 S. Iosifescu, Pre-university Education Reform Project – Educational Management for 

Educational Institutions, Bucharest: Institute of Educational Sciences and Ministry of 
National Education, 2001, p. 36. 

6  L. Vlăsceanu, School at the Crossroads. Change and Continuity in the Compulsory 
Education Curriculum, Impact Study, Iaşi, Polirom, 2002, p. 112. 

7 In the context of a project financed by the World Bank. 
8 A. Marga, Guidelines for the reform of education in Romania, Bucharest: Ministry of 

National Education, 1998, pp. 54-60. 
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freedom and responsibility to teachers and schools. But the reform was 
not completed due to the change of government and the inability of the 
Ministry of Education to reform a key element: the teacher training system 
(the opposition of universities to this reform also contributed to this 
failure). However, despite hesitations, setbacks and contradictory 
messages sent to schools and teachers by the educational authorities, a 
series of transformations were made in several areas.9 

Thus, even though the Ministry of Education maintains control over 
most of the curriculum, through the national curriculum, schools have 
been granted the right to use part of the school time (currently around 
25%) for educational activities directly related to local needs (and parents 
must be involved in choosing the content). In addition, there is a transfer 
of responsibilities from the ministry to local authorities and the opening of 
the continuous education system for teachers has been initiated. If in the 
nineties educational reforms were strongly influenced by the World Bank, 
in the period 2000-2001 the dominant external influence becomes that of 
the European Union.10 

Unfortunately, these changes give the impression of permanent 
instability and are achieved through isolated documents (most often 
ministerial orders) and are not integrated into a clear, coherent and 
transparent vision.11 Indeed, some current passages in the education law 
have been drafted in such a way as to unintentionally create situations of 
exclusion by not taking into account the real situation and possibilities of 
members of certain groups.12 Moreover, even the law has experienced no 
less than 28 amendments in the last ten years, all labeled as “reform”, but 
without ever having a real explicit vision. 

 
9  A. Crişan, S. Iosifescu, R. Iucu & A. Nedelcu, Four educational policy exercises, 

Bucharest, 2006, Education 2000+ Center. 
10  Through references to European processes and documents (Cologne Process, 

Lisbon Strategy, etc.), as well as through the implementation of macro-programmes with 
financial support and in accordance with EU procedures. 

11 This assessment is supported by the conclusions and recommendations of several 
studies (Iosifescu et al., 2001; Vlasceanu et al., 2002, Crişan et al., 2006) but also by various 
seminars on this topic. 

12 This is the case of the obligation to attend the last year of the preschool cycle, 
without taking into account the costs that must be covered by families for this, or the 
initial formulation of Article 20 of the law which allowed the completion of the primary 
cycle only for young people under 14, as many young Roma people gave up primary 
school or did not attend it at all, having no possibility of reintegrating into the education 
system or of having access to vocational training. 
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In this context, particular importance must be given to the gradual 
implementation of a set of measures targeting “national minorities” by 
both politicians and the majority public, despite conflicts and resistance. 
These measures are based on a tradition that predates the period of 
nationalist communism in the 1980s, and their adoption was determined 
both by the demands of national minority organizations, created or 
reactivated since 1990, and by external pressures, for example from the 
OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities or those associated with 
the adoption of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National 
Minorities within the Council of Europe. The establishment of this system, 
which allows the use of national minority languages in education, could 
also be considered a priority educational policy, which will be described 
in more detail in a later section. 

Thus, the system takes into account the specific needs of children 
belonging to national minorities, but very little information about national 
minorities is present in the core curriculum addressed to all students. It 
was not until July 2007 that an order of the Minister of Education, adopted 
following requests from several NGOs active in the field of education, 
provided for the inclusion of elements concerning national minorities, as 
well as a broader perspective on cultural diversity, in school programs 
intended for all students. It remains to be seen to what extent this order 
will be followed and implemented, in the context of the curriculum 
revision. 

 
3. Educational policies for children with special educational needs 
The implementation of this type of educational policy is distinguished 

by two perspectives: a narrow perspective, associated with the "special 
education system" and a broader perspective, associated with the 
"promotion of an inclusive type of school". 

There is a definition of "children with special educational needs" in 
the law on children and adults with disabilities13, but it is far from clear, in 
our opinion. If this name has been established in the field of education, 
other terms are used by institutions and in legislation in other sectors: the 
authority for child protection uses 'disability', while the National 
Authority for Persons with Disabilities uses, obviously, «handicap». 

In the initial form of the Education Law (1995) there is a chapter on 
"Special Education", and in the amended form of the law, published in 

 
13 Law 448/2006, article 5, point 12. 
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2003, the title of this chapter was changed to "Education for children and 
young people with special educational needs". However, in content, the 
changes are minimal and we continue to refer to "mental, physical, 
sensory, language, socio-emotional and behavioral deficiencies". 

For several years, a reform process has been aimed at the functioning 
of "special schools", in the broader context of a reform aimed at child 
protection policies, centered on the idea of "integration", but with an 
ambiguous meaning: "special education" is seen as a means that allows for 
the "training, recovery and social integration" of children with "special 
educational needs" and there is an insistence on the "integration of 
children with special educational needs into mainstream schools" as a 
priority of educational policies. 

The content of priority policies targeting children with special 
educational needs refers to conditions related to the age of the students, 
the profile and supervision of the teaching staff, the content and 
curriculum, the study conditions and medical support, psychological and 
supplementary material. In the case of children with special educational 
needs, education is compulsory until the age of 10 or 11, as the case may 
be. Special schools offer, in addition to an adapted curriculum, specialized 
psychological and psychopedagogical support and materials that take into 
account the specific needs of the students, access to a free meal and school 
supplies. This additional offer leads some parents from disadvantaged 
communities, often Roma, to request the enrolment of their children in 
these schools, while their learning difficulties are linked only to their 
socio-economic disadvantage. This is not a common practice14, but NGOs 
and even educational authorities (in justification of a PHARE project) call 
for the over-representation of Roma children in special schools (12% of the 
children attending these schools are Roma, according to estimates by the 
Ministry of Education).15 

The priority declared in recent documents of the Ministry of 
Education and especially in those associated with projects implemented 
with the support of the European Union or various international agencies 
is the integration of children with special educational needs in mainstream 

 
14  Reference document of the project "Access to education for disadvantaged 

groups" – RO03/551.01.02. 
15  Romani CRISS, in several reports, Liga Pro Europa, in the report on the 

implementation of commitments in Romania under the Framework Convention for the 
Protection of National Minorities and the resource center for Roma communities and the 
Open Society Institute, in the EUMAP 2007 report. 
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schools, offering them support from teachers, psychologists and 
educational psychologists. In this context, special schools must continue 
their activity for children with "severe disabilities", but also become 
resource centers whose mission is to assist schools that integrate children 
with special educational needs. This process has not yet been completed 
and there are major differences between departments in this regard. 

Thus we speak of 'integrated education' and the promotion of 
inclusion. The conceptual references of these trends can be found in 
UNESCO documents.16 We thus mention that, in the text of the education 
law, the use of the term 'special educational needs' is rather a superficial 
reaction aimed at introducing a 'politically correct' language, but without 
real substantive changes, while the idea promoted by UNESCO aims to 
overcome the division between children with "disabilities" and others 
("normal") and the effects of labeling in a perspective that recognizes a 
continuum and the diversity of educational difficulties. 

In this context, a second and broader meaning can also be 
distinguished from the concept of "children with special educational 
needs". This is explained, for example, by the definition given by the 
National Network for Information and Cooperation for the Integration 
into the Community of Young People and Adults with Special Educational 
Needs (RENINCO), a partnership structure that brings together 
institutions, NGOs, parents and interested specialists. Thus, according to 
RENINCO, special educational needs can stem from disabilities, 
unfavorable environmental conditions that affect human development or 
other types of disadvantages, temporary or permanent, that prevent the 
achievement of educational and social levels equivalent to those of 
children and young people of the same age.17 

Using this broad perspective on "special educational needs", we can 
consider that a particular case of this category is that of gifted children. 
Their "special needs" were recognized by the direct adoption by 
Parliament of a law on this subject, which entered into force in January 
2007. The adoption of this law is the result of strong and effective lobbying 
by a group of NGOs. One of the arguments used in the debate was also 
the fact that in some countries the so-called "gifted" children are 

 
16 Salamanca Declaration and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education, 

adopted by the World Conference on Special Needs Education: Access and Quality, 
Salamanca (Spain), 1994, UNESCO. 

17 RENINCO Statute, article 5. Available on the internet: http://www.reninco.ro 
(accessed November 15, 2025). 
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considered to be part of the category of "children with special educational 
needs" and their situation justifies the implementation of specific 
educational policies. The law provides for the right of these children to 
special assistance that allows them to "develop and develop their abilities" 
and offers them the opportunity to follow an appropriate curriculum, even 
to complete their studies in fewer years than other children. 
("differentiated curricular path"). The law also provides for additional and 
specific training, as well as special supervision of teachers working with 
gifted children and young people, and the establishment of specialized 
structures at the level of the education system: a National Center for 
Differentiated Education and local centers for differentiated education. 

This corresponds to a paragraph included in the education law, since 
its adoption in 1995, which provides, in the chapter dedicated to high 
school, the possibility of establishing "special classes for students with 
exceptional abilities and performance". But the law on gifted and capable 
young people does not provide for any limitation based on the level of 
education and does not specify the type of these units. If, in the actual 
application of the law, the emphasis is on establishing separate classes or 
school structures, this would represent a trend opposite to that based on 
inclusion, already mentioned for special education. 

 
4. Educational policies targeting Roma children and youth 
Romania is the country with the largest Roma population in Europe, 

with a great diversity of communities, some maintaining a traditional 
lifestyle, others almost completely assimilated, some having a socio-
economic level similar to that of the majority and others living in extreme 
poverty.18 In addition, in this case, socio-economic and cultural differences 
are also associated with strong and persistent prejudices and negative 
racist attitudes towards Roma on the part of the rest of the population.19 

Several surveys conducted at national level confirm the presence of these 
negative attitudes, while highlighting a trend of improvement in certain 
aspects in recent years. Thus, a study published in 2007, based on data 
obtained towards the end of 2006, indicates that 70% of Romanians are 
against measures such as the forced segregation of Roma, suggested by 

 
18 C. Berescu, M. Celac, Housing and extreme poverty. The case of the Roma, Bucharest, 

Ion Mincu University Publishing House, p. 56. 
19 C. Rus, The Roma Problem and the Reform of Social Assistance in Romania, Practices in 

Social Assistance, Romania – Germany, Iaşi, 2007, Polirom, pp. 203-214. 
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extremists and argued that Roma « are not capable of integrating into society. 
The same type of measure was rejected by only 57% of Romanians three 
years ago. Similarly, 69.3% of the population rejects the idea that there should 
be public places, restaurants, shops, etc., where Roma should not be allowed 
to enter, compared to 60% in 2003. These results show, despite the positive 
trend, the persistence of prejudices and attitudes of rejection towards Roma, 
which are still strong and widespread among the population. 

In this particular social context, inequalities in education between 
Roma and non-Roma must be analyzed. Despite the increase in the number 
of Roma attending school, according to estimates by the Soros Foundation,20 
from about 138,000 in 1990 to about 250,000 in 2007, a recent study funded 
by the same organization21 shows that currently 23% of Roma have never 
been to school (27% of non-Roma) of Roma have completed only the four-
year primary cycle (11% of non-Roma), while 33% have completed only 
general education, with eight years, in this case the percentage for non-
RomaRoma being 24%. 95% of Roma have not completed high school (60% 
of non-Roma are in this situation). According to data from the last census, 
25.6% of Roma cannot read or write, while only 2.6% of the total population 
lacks these basic skills. Participation in preschool education is four times 
higher among the general population than among Roma. Roma represent 
80% of children who do not attend school.22 

Although the situation has improved in recent years, statistics for the 
2005-2006 school year on the participation of Roma children in school 
showed that significant imbalances persist: not only are there a small 
number of Roma children attending pre-school institutions, but also that 
just over half of Roma students in primary schools continue their studies 
and less than half of them continue in upper secondary education, very 
few at high school level and others at vocational level. There is thus a very 
high rate of school dropout, even before the end of compulsory education, 
but this is also associated with higher rates of school failure and lower 
academic results. As previously mentioned, the proportion of Roma 
children registered in special schools is higher than the percentage of 
Roma in the general education system. This may be mainly related to the 
fact that some Roma parents prefer their children to benefit from the 

 
20 25EU Access Monitoring Program, Open Society Institute, Budapest. 
21 Roma Inclusion Barometer, 2007, Soros Foundation Romania. 
22 M. Surdu, « Improving quality of education in schools with a high percentage of 

Roma pupils in Romania », Roma Rights Review, n° 3-4, 2020, p.121. 
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advantages offered by the special school system (free meals, additional 
allowances for school materials). 

 
5. Affirmative action policies for Roma 
Indeed, since the late nineties, the Ministry of Education has initiated 

a set of educational policies aimed at Roma, initially called “positive 
discrimination”, and more recently “positive action”. Several of these 
policies have their origins in previous specific initiatives implemented 
within the education system, but especially in pilot projects initiated by 
NGOs. Two phases can be clearly identified in this development. The first 
began in 1998 with the appointment of Professor Gheorghe Sarau, a 
linguist and specialist in Roma issues, as head of the Directorate General 
for Education in National Minority Languages. The second, initiated in 
2002, is associated with the implementation by the Directorate General for 
Pre-University Education of a large-scale project supported by the 
European Commission’s PHARE programme. In this section, we review 
the policies of the first generation, structuring them into several categories. 

Before describing the positive measures themselves, it is necessary to 
mention a set of social measures initiated by those responsible for 
addressing the Roma issue and taking into account the needs of 
disadvantaged Roma communities, but presented as targeting the entire 
education system, without mentioning Roma as a target group. This is the 
case of the distribution of the monthly allowance for children through 
schools and its conditioning on regular school attendance or the snack 
provided to all primary school students. 

Two categories of positive measures focus on access to education. A 
first category refers to young Roma who have dropped out of school.23 
The first type is represented by the "remedial" classes (called "second 
chance for primary education" since 2005)24 set up for children who are 
more than 4 years over the school age and have not completed primary 
school and where the emphasis is on rapid literacy with the possibility of 
running an adequate curriculum (the four years of primary education can 
be completed in two years).25 Often, the establishment of such classes was 
initially the result of an NGO initiative or was supported by 
complementary NGO activities. Between 1999 and 2004, these classes were 
established as part of the programme to combat the marginalisation and 

 
23 It is not included in the Education Law, but is established by Ministerial Orders. 
24 Ministerial Order 5160 / 6.10.2005. 
25 Roma Inclusion Barometer, 2007, Soros Foundation Romania. 
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social and professional exclusion of young people who had dropped out 
of compulsory education and had not acquired the minimum skills 
required for employment. Since 2005, a total of around 100 such classes at 
national level have been established under the PHARE programme. 

The second type is the “second chance” class for secondary education. 
This type of class has its origins in a project initiated by an NGO, the 
Education Center 2000+, a member of the Soros network. In these classes, 
there are children, both Roma and non-Roma, but with a very strong 
presence of Roma, who have graduated from primary school but dropped 
out of secondary school. They have the opportunity to follow an adapted 
and abbreviated curriculum, complemented by vocational training that will 
allow them to receive a certificate at the end of these studies to directly 
practice a profession. The curriculum of these classes does not include 
specific cultural elements, but students can often opt to study the Romani 
language and have the opportunity to participate in cultural activities 
offered by various NGOs, usually around Romani folklore and traditions, 
with the aim of strengthening the self-esteem of Romani children. 

The other major category of policies aimed at improving access to 
education for young Roma is the reservation of places for Roma in 
universities and high schools.26 This type of measure was initiated by the 
Ministry of Education in the early 1990s. Initially, this referred to 
pedagogical high schools, which at that time provided initial training for 
primary school teachers. In the 1992-1993 academic year, this continued 
with the reservation of the first 10 places in social work at the University 
of Bucharest, then in the faculties of several universities with 
specializations in social work. 

Thus, in 1998, only 8 large universities received 20 places each in the 
social work specialization, while for the 2007-2008 academic year the 
ministry finances 454 places27 for Roma in 48 universities28, the number of 
places varying between 1, for universities with an artistic profile29, and 60 
places for Babes-Bolyai University in Cluj. The most significant increase in 
the number of places was for the academic year 2002-2003, when 390 
places were allocated in 26 universities, following the adoption in 2001 of 
the Government Strategy for Improving the Situation of the Roma. The 

 
26 This is a similar system used in other countries, new to Romania, not found in the 

previous policies of the communist regime. 
27 All public universities in Romania, except the Maritime University of Constanta. 
28 An increase of 415 places compared to the previous year, in 26 universities. 
29 With the smallest number of students. 
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establishment of such a system was justified by the observation that the 
number of Roma students was extremely low, mainly due to the existence 
of entrance exams in high schools and universities in which young Roma 
had very limited opportunities. It is therefore a matter of ease of access: 
once admitted to university, Roma students are treated like all other 
students, having to take courses together with others and pass the same 
exams as their non-Roma colleagues. Naturally, the diploma received at 
the end of studies also does not mention ethnicity, having the same value 
as that of other colleagues. The application for these places must include, 
along with the usual documents and a request mentioning the places 
reserved for Roma, a certificate of ethnic affiliation provided by a Roma 
civic or political organization. 

The implementation of this system was not without resistance and 
difficulties and has imposed and confirmed its efficiency over time. 

Currently, several generations of young Roma have managed, thanks 
to this system, to complete their university studies and thus contribute to 
the establishment of a new Roma elite and to a significant consolidation of 
the movement for Roma emancipation. But, beyond these immediate 
positive effects, this type of measure also represents the official 
recognition of the fact that the situation of Roma is special in Romanian 
society and cannot be improved only through social measures, nor 
through the current system for national minorities.30 

Based on the success achieved in applying the system of reserved 
places for universities, a similar system was established at the high school 
level in 2004. Thus, based on applications, in each high school class, two 
additional places can be added for Roma candidates. If, in the first year, 
due to the lack of information, the number of Roma candidates was 
reduced, in the following years, 1,500-2,000 young Roma were able to 
benefit from this measure each year, a third of them in Bucharest.31 

 
30 The creation of an elite is not a solution in itself to reduce current inequalities. 

However, given the initial situation, with the almost total absence of Roma at the level of 
the elites of society, it is easy to understand why a broad consensus emerged on this 
point among civil society, specialists and politicians, at least in the initial phase. 
Currently, there are more and more voices challenging these measures in the debates on 
education reform, but especially in the debates on discrimination against Roma. Such an 
assessment also presents some challenges, for example, related to the fact that young 
Roma, once they enter university, have no obligation to maintain their ethnic identity. 

31 G. Sarau, The Romanian Experience in Education for Roma and Teaching the Roma 
Mother Tongue in the Period 1990-2005. 
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Finally, another initiative of the Ministry of Education, also inspired 
by initiatives and proposals from civil society, aims to train non-Romanian 
teachers in promoting intercultural education and knowledge of elements 
of Roma history and culture. This responds to a real need, since teachers 
know very little about the subject and an understanding of the historical 
and cultural context of the Roma can undoubtedly represent an 
educational advantage and generate a more positive attitude towards 
Roma children and parents. 32  The implementation of this program, 
conceived with the ambition of covering all regions of Romania, has been 
only occasional, carried out since 2001 with the partnership and financial 
support of various NGOs. 

 
6. Priority Education Zone 
An attempt to present the concept of Priority Education Zone (ZEP) in 

the Romanian context, as an option to be considered for future educational 
policies, was carried out by the Institute of Educational Sciences33 with the 
support of UNICEF. 

This initiative is justified by the results of a research on the school 
situation of Roma children, carried out in 2002 by the Institute of 
Educational Sciences and the Institute for Quality of Life Research, which 
shows significant inequalities between schools with a higher number of 
Roma students and other schools, highlighted in the quality of the material 
and human resources available, as well as in the school dropout rate. 

The adapted curriculum that was developed for the three categories of 
classes considered (primary remediation, secondary remediation and ZEP 
classes) is a simplified curriculum, with more practical elements and 
focused on the development of the competence keys provided for in 
European documents.34 It also encouraged work around interdisciplinary 
projects and integrated approaches, from history-geography, science, to 
the school life year. 35  For the remediation classes, the content is 

 
http://www.edu.ro/index.php?module=uploads&func=download&fileId=1055 

(accessed on November 19, 2025). 
32 C. Rus, «The Roma issue and social assistance reform in Romania», Practices in 

Social Assistance, Iași: Polirom, p. 203-214. 
33  The Institute of Educational Sciences is an institution that is part of the 

educational system, dependent on the Ministry of Education. 
34  Documents regarding the implementation of the Vocational Education and 

Training 2020 program. 
35  Since in the regular national curriculum there is a division into scientific 

disciplines starting with the 5th year. 
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concentrated over a period of two years, instead of the four years per cycle 
provided for in the system. This adapted curriculum was approved by the 
Ministry of Education. 

The implementation of the activities encountered a number of 
difficulties that limited their impact. For example, the renovation activities 
of the buildings, which were the responsibility of the local authorities, were 
delayed due to administrative problems and the poor functioning of the 
partnership with the local authorities in the initial phase of the project. In 
the end, these were largely completed and should continue after the end of 
the project. The provision of a hot lunch for all students in the school, which 
is appreciated as a very important element by teachers and parents, could 
only be done during one school year. This had an immediate consequence, 
causing an increase in dropout and repetition rates, after a decrease during 
the school year in which a hot meal was provided. Four new teaching 
positions were created, including one for a Roma teacher to teach the 
Romani language and also to take on a role as a school mediator. However, 
this person only stayed at the school for one year. 

 
7. Priority education policies targeting rural areas 
The disadvantaged situation of children and young people living in 

rural areas is clearly highlighted by studies on this subject, not only from a 
socio-economic point of view, but also from an educational point of view. 
The school dropout rate (often associated with the use of children in 
agricultural and household activities in the context of subsistence 
agriculture with a low level of productivity) has become much higher in 
rural areas than in urban areas after 1990, with significantly lower 
participation in upper secondary education (high school or vocational 
stream) and even less at university level. In addition, the level of teacher 
training is lower, teachers fluctuate more and, in general, the quality of 
education provided in schools located in rural areas is often inferior to that 
available in urban areas.36 

In this context, given the strong political support represented by the 
explicit mention of education in rural areas as a priority in government 
programs since 2001 and based on a series of projects and studies carried 
out since 1999 by the Ministry of Education and the Institute of 

 
36  M. Jigau, Rural Education in Romania: Conditions, Problems and Development 

Strategies, Bucharest, Institute of Educational Sciences, Ministry of National Education 
and the Open Society Foundation MarLink Publishing, 2002, pp. 111-120. 
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Educational Sciences, with the support of the World Bank, a 
comprehensive program aimed at reducing inequalities was launched. 
Among the measures taken in this context, the most important are free 
school transportation for children from remote disadvantaged 
communities and the possibility of receiving scholarships to continue their 
studies at high school or university. The ministry's ongoing multi-year 
special project includes the following components: 

- rehabilitation of school infrastructure; 
- improvement of material conditions in rural schools (equipment, 

teaching resources, etc.); 
-  training of teachers in these schools; 
- additional financial support and other facilities for teachers who 

accept a stable position in a rural area; 
-  strengthening the school-community partnership in rural areas. 
 
What characterizes the priority policies targeting the rural area is, in 

our opinion, their much more rigorous and coherent character: they have a 
clear and explicit conceptual basis, are based on complex diagnostic 
studies, using both statistical tools, that qualitative and participatory 
approaches include well-structured evaluation mechanisms, as well as 
impact studies and, in addition, benefit from a considerable material 
contribution in accordance with the size of the identified gap. 

Spending per student differs significantly between urban and rural 
areas. In urban areas, the average funding per student in 2022 was 
approximately 4,800 RON/year, compared to 3,100 RON/year in rural 
areas. This gap affects the quality of infrastructure, access to digital 
technologies, and educational opportunities. 

 
8. Conclusions. Perspectives in a changing education system 
The policies described above require further analysis, both in terms of 

the theoretical approach and the underlying assumptions, explicit or 
implicit, and in terms of their implementation and impact on the ground. 
What these policies have in common is, without a doubt, an approach in 
favor 37 of equity, equal opportunities, social inclusion through education, 

 
37 This dynamic will probably soon be reflected in the target groups of priority 

educational policies. Therefore, priority educational policies targeting children of 
immigrants will soon be needed, taking into account the fact that Romania, like other 
European Union countries, is increasingly becoming a country of immigration. 
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all from a perspective centered on access to the right to education as a 
fundamental right. 

It is obvious that some policies have been developed, and their 
implementation must also take into account this dynamic, as well as the 
complexity of the political and social context. This area is very dynamic, 
with continuous changes in educational policies, large-scale projects and 
political trends led by public authorities outside the education system, but 
which have an impact on the education of disadvantaged groups. This is 
the case of decentralization, the implementation of various strategies in 
several areas, including a new school financing system, the establishment 
of a social protection system and the fight against social exclusion, rural 
development, the implementation of the Strategy for Improving the 
Situation of Roma or anti-discrimination policies. In addition, there are 
other initiatives underway or planned for the coming period, which are 
expected to make further changes. Thus, some initiatives target Roma, 
such as those related to the collaboration of the Ministry of Education with 
the Council of Europe, the framework provided by the Decade for Roma 
Inclusion or the projects supported by the Roma Education Fund (which 
explicitly aim, at least at a declarative level, in particular an impact on 
education policies). Other initiatives have a broader development 
perspective, such as the PHARE program on rural education or sections of 
the Operational Program for Human Resources Development, co-financed 
by the European Commission as part of the European Social Fund. 

During the period 2011–2025, the legislative framework was revised 
several times to respond to EU recommendations and to boost quality and 
inclusion: 

• Introduction of performance standards for school units and 
inspectorates; 

• Implementation of targeted funding mechanisms for disadvantaged 
schools; 

• Digitization of teaching resources and development of online 
teaching platforms; 

• Promotion of equal opportunities and inclusion of minorities and 
vulnerable groups; 

• Strengthening governance and monitoring of school performance.38 
 

 
38 OECD, Education Policy Outlook: Romania 2024, Paris: OECD Publishing. 
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The Ministry of Education, school inspectorates and coordinating 
universities are the main entities responsible for implementing education 
policies. Data platforms and monitoring systems have been progressively 
developed to track performance indicators, including PISA scores, 
participation rates and school dropout. Despite progress, fragmentation of 
responsibilities and lack of administrative capacity at local level remained 
major challenges. 

Issues worth considering include the hesitations between ethnic 
labelling associated with policies targeting national minorities and 
"inclusion" without ethnic or cultural references. Inclusive education 
targets vulnerable groups: minorities, children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds and students with disabilities. 

• Participation of children aged 0–3 in early childhood education: 18% 
in Romania, compared to an EU average of 33%; 

• Inclusion programmes targeting Roma communities and students 
from rural areas included scholarships, transport and free educational 
materials. 

 
Although progress has been made, territorial and socio-economic 

disparities remain significant.39 
In some cases, there is also a confusion between needs related to 

socio-economic disadvantages and specific needs related to cultural 
differences. Similarly, an analysis of the foundations of policies targeting 
national minorities, linguistic criteria or ethnicity is needed. 

Finally, as can be seen from the facts presented above, educational 
authorities seem to be more involved in implementing projects than in 
developing, monitoring and evaluating public policies, which should be 
their main task. This trend can be associated with insufficient internal 
management and reform capacity, as well as a lack of resources, and is 
determined by the current structuring of the system to attract additional 
funds from the EU and other agencies. Similarly, there is a fragmentation 
of different policies and projects and a tendency to adopt special 
programs, as well as a difficult acceptance of the principles associated 
with these initiatives in general educational policies. 

The quality of education has been assessed through national and 
international tests. Romania has participated in all cycles of PISA 
(Program for International Student Assessment) and TIMSS (Trends in 

 
39 World Bank, Romania Education Reform Project Report, Washington D.C., 2023. 
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International Mathematics and Science Study). PISA 2022 results for 
Romania: 

• Reading: 428 points 
• Mathematics: 430 points 
• Science: 426 points 
 
These scores remain below the OECD average (≈490 points), reflecting 

persistent gaps between urban and rural areas. Students in large cities 
have an average score of 440 points, while those in rural areas have 410 
points. 

However, it is also true that significant progress has recently been 
made in terms of the broader impact of macro-projects initiated by the 
ministry, in integrating certain ideas from priority policies into general 
policies, at least at a declarative level, and in promoting genuine and 
sustainable consultation and cooperation between education authorities 
and the most experienced civil society actors. In addition, the indicators 
defined in the context of desegregation or the criteria formulated for the 
employment of school mediators can be considered as the embryo of a 
more structured approach to this area and of a more coherent definition of 
applicable and effective priority education policies. 

Finally, the recent debates on the National Pact for Education confirm 
our conclusions. They provide even greater public visibility on the issues 
affected by priority education policies and tend to shift the focus towards 
a more structured, strategic approach that guides the medium-term 
approaches to ongoing reforms. 

Thus, the main challenges of the Romanian education system post-
accession include: 

• Chronic underfunding: Although spending has increased, funding 
per student remains below the EU average, especially in rural areas. 

• Urban-rural gaps: Infrastructure, access to technology and student 
performance are uneven. 

• Skill shortage: Teacher migration to cities or other EU countries 
affects educational continuity. 

• Implementation of inclusion reforms: Programmes for minorities 
and vulnerable groups are insufficiently coordinated. 

• Governance and monitoring: Fragmentation of responsibilities and 
limited administrative capacity reduce the effectiveness of reforms.40 

 
40 World Bank, Romania Education Reform Project Report, Washington D.C., 2023. 
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These challenges indicate the need for an integrated framework, 
combining policies for financing, professionalization, digitalization and 
social inclusion, with robust monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. 
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THE MORAL UNIVERSITY BETWEEN REALITY AND 
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A university is not an infallible entity, 

professors are not Gods, 
but they can be models of professional and moral behavior. 
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Abstract: A moral university is one in which every person (professor, student, 

researcher) matters, and justice is the fundamental value in the sense that everyone is 
doing what is right and is appreciated according to their merit and performance. An 
appropriate strategy and effective communication are the ingredients of a successful 
university. Without certain standards of exigency regarding participation in the 
educational act, concerning both teachers and students, a university cannot achieve its 
goal of preparing specialists in certain fields of activity. The university has undeniable 
scientific virtues, but it also has moral limitations because universities cannot offer 
comprehensive visions of goodness. They cannot offer final moral goals either. We are 
trying to bring to attention the fact that, although all higher education institutions have 
ethics committees, codes of conduct and university ethics, the existence of slippages from 
academic integrity, the most serious being plagiarism, proves that the moral university 
still remains a desideratum, because the ethical values specific to the academic 
environment are not always universal benchmarks of excellence. 

 
Keywords: moral university, ethical values, plagiarism, academic integrity, 

honesty. 
 

 
More than a century ago, the German sociologist Max Weber faced 

with questions about the moral limitations of the university during a 
debate. He told a group of students gathered in a Munich conference hall 
that they should not appeal to the university for an ultimate goal, or, as his 
contemporaries called it, a Weltanschauung—a worldview. If they were to 
consider the university for guidance on how to live, they would be 
disappointed. The values that motivated students and faculty to engage in 
a political cause, a religious tradition, or even a scholarship originated 
from somewhere else, outside the university. 

 
 Lecturer PhD., The Academy of Economic Studies, Bucharest, Romania. 
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However, Weber himself admitted that the university is not deprived 
of its own values and virtues. And these values are not mere bureaucratic 
or professional procedures. They are sound epistemic virtues - an 
openness to debate, a commitment to critical inquiry, attention to detail, 
respect for argument - embedded in the historical practices specific to the 
university. These provide essential goods to those within the university 
and beyond. But, indisputably, a university as an entity that produces 
cognition must be established in a framework in which the moral norms 
and principles specific to the academic environment, inserted in the Code 
of Ethics and Academic Deontology, are respected, having teaching staff with 
moral and epistemic authority in its leadership structures. The entire 
educational approach needs to be based on justice, fairness, 
professionalism and dedication, with the aim of providing excellence and 
superior quality in the education of young people. The moral university, 
today, can be appreciated as that institution of higher education where 
there is not only a lot to learn, but where there are true models of 
educators, with a pedagogical vocation and a passion for philosophical 
and scientific knowledge. It is common knowledge that no one reaches 
perfection without a model. In a world where authentic models are 
increasingly scarce, the morality and professionalism of true teachers can 
influence entire generations, shaping personalities and educating their 
mentalities. 

In the education field, respectively in the academic environment, the 
educator's role is very important for the disciples, because the role of the magister 
is to lead to intellectual and moral fulfillment, by discovering the young people’s 
talents and valuing each one according to their efforts. It is no coincidence that 
Petre Țuțea wrote in ”322 Memorable Words”1: "The teacher is like a carpenter - 
he takes the wood from the mud, washes it, polishes it and transforms it into 
luxury furniture". Here, the meaning refers to the teacher's fulfillment through 
the fulfillment of those he forms and shapes. 

 
1. What does the moral university mean? 
The moral university examines the ways in which universities act 

morally towards students, faculty, their communities and the nation.2  A 
university cannot be considered moral if it does not appreciate the 
effectiveness of moral philosophy courses in the curriculum and the 

 
1 Petre Tuțea, 322 Memorable Words, Bucharest, Humanitas Publishing House, 1997. 
2 Maurice R. Berube & Clair T. Berube, The Moral University?, Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, 2010. 
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introduction of leadership courses. It is important to have an ethic of the 
attention attached to each student; in addition, a moral university 
examines the way in which students and faculty are treated, especially 
with regard to gender prejudice. The purpose of a university is not only to 
shape up specialists and researchers, but also to form civilized, 
knowledgeable people, people of integrity, capable of respecting their 
peers and institutions, in other words, moral people. There is an 
increasing number of universities worldwide that have included this 
objective in their “mission”: to become an integral, moral institution, 
populated by integral people. Their strategic plans include concrete means 
by which this objective can be achieved. In any case, these do not consist 
only in defining thoroughly an immoral behavior - such as plagiarizing a 
work - and applying a punishment after committing the act, to discourage 
its repetition, but also in creating a climate favorable to ethics. 

In the Romanian academic environment, although there are codes of 
academic conduct and ethics committees in every university, we 
encounter behaviors that we call "immoral" in any institution. We usually 
pass them by with nonchalance or helplessness, considering them 
unimportant or much too difficult to evaluate objectively. Immoral acts are 
neither unimportant nor as difficult to evaluate as one might think. 
However, they contribute to generating an immoral organizational 
environment, in which it seems that everything is permitted, and which 
will favor even more immoral behavior. The most serious deviation from 
academic ethics and integrity in the Romanian academic environment is 
plagiarism, which has become a true “public scandal.” It is also the reason 
why the discipline of Ethics and Academic Integrity was introduced into the 
curriculum by ministerial order3, starting with the academic year 2018-
2019, first at the master's and doctoral cycles, because at this level scientific 
research activity is primordial, then, starting with the academic year 2019-
2020, Ethics and Academic Integrity was also introduced to undergraduate 
studies. This is an aspect that shows that academic ethics is not reducible 
only to plagiarism. The fact that plagiarism is a widespread phenomenon 
in the Romanian academic environment forces us to realize that the moral 
university remains a desideratum, and ethics and transparency represent 
the true solution for solving all the problems that each higher education 
institution faces. Universities must develop an ethical environment and 
ethical practices at institutional level in order to demand ethical behaviors 

 
3 OM.3131/2018 
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at individual level. Academic integrity is being built through the ethical 
behavior of the members of the community of each university, which 
generates a culture based on academic honesty and intellectual rigor, in 
which the educational act tends towards excellence and is supported by a 
fair and objective evaluation, and all members contribute to the 
prevention, identification and reporting of the actions that endanger this 
desideratum, so that the university can intervene and sanction 
reprehensible acts. The promotion of academic integrity principles and 
performance aims to shape correct behaviors and attitudes, which 
students can adopt in their daily lives, taking into consideration that 
universities train their students for the development of future careers. 

The failure to achieve these objectives can have long-term 
consequences for individuals, educational institutions and even for the 
whole society. The social effects of the lack of authentic values can 
materialize, in concrete terms, through a series of outcomes: the 
depreciation of the quality of education; the installation of negative 
perceptions at the level of society about what university education 
represents; the devaluation of the status of university teaching staff; the 
stigmatization of scientific research; the underestimation of doctoral 
studies.4  

When the institutions operating in the educational sector, as well as 
their personnel, responsibly adopt and apply integrity standards, we can 
say that both the education system and the society benefit from the 
fundamental basis for future responsible citizens and for a society focused 
on authentic values.5  

In this context, the participants in university educational programs 
are specifically required to demonstrate academic (intellectual) honesty, 
avoiding any manner in which they might gain an academic advantage 
for themselves or for someone else through dishonest or unfair means. 
The purpose of a modern university – regardless of its profile – is not only 
to train their students as specialists and researchers, but also as civilized, 

 
4 Emila Șercan, A Practical Guide, carried out within the project The Institutional 

Development Fund (FDI) CNFIS-FDI-2017-0245, Promoting Academic Ethics and Deontology 
in the University of Bucharest, funded by the Ministry of Education through the National 
Council for Higher Education Financing. 

5 Guide on integrity standards applicable in the education sector, 2013, carried out 
through the project Preventing Corruption in Education, through Information, Training and 
Empowerment, co-financed by the ESF, through the Operational Programme Administrative 
Capacity Development. 
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cultured people, people of character, who respect their peers and 
institutions, as moral people. An immoral environment favors the 
formation of immoral people, whereas a moral environment gives birth to 
moral people. It is not surprising that the battle for a moral organization 
has begun after a long period of ignoring this aspect. 

 
2. How can we create a moral university? 
How can we create a moral university? Using the terminology specific 

to the management of ethics in organizations6 , it is necessary for the 
university to internalize a series of organizational virtues in all its internal 
practices and processes, so as to stimulate all members of that academic 
community (students, researchers, teaching staff, administrative staff) to 
behave ethically and at the same time to prevent their immoral behaviors. 
Therefore, a moral university is one that creates a moral context for its members 
by developing organizational moral virtues. The extent to which universities 
develop such virtues indicates the extent to which we can consider them 
as moral, given that these virtues represent conditions for ethical 
individual behavior and reflect the capacity of the respective university to 
stimulate such behavior. When the university members are not provided 
with an explicit moral framework to guide desirable behavior, they will 
most likely spontaneously deal with the various ethical problems they 
encounter, using a vague and undefined scale of what is good and bad, 
permitted and forbidden. 7  In this context, the organizational virtues 
(qualities) of the university function as moral benchmarks for all the 
participants in the respective community. We can thus evaluate whether a 
university is a moral one by closely assessing whether – and to what 
extent – it internalizes a series of organizational virtues. Here is an 
example of how we can concretely assess the presence of seven 
organizational virtues necessary for a moral university (adapted from 
Kaptein, Developing and Testing ...): 

1. Clarity – we assess the extent to which the university’s moral 
requirements for the conduct of its members are expressed clearly, 
without ambiguity, under the form of rules or directions of behavior 
within formal ethics policies and procedures (e.g. Code of Ethics, 

 
6 Michael Kaptein, Ethics Management. Auditing and Developing the Ethical Content of 

Organizations, Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Pub., 1998.  
7 John Bruhn, The Functionality of Gray Area Ethics in Organizations, in: Journal of 

Business Ethics, no. 89, 2009, pp. 205-214.  
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academic honesty policy), as well as in informal discussions (e.g. within 
ethics trainings, in student-professor interaction). However, the moral 
exigencies should be neither suffocating nor specified down to the last 
detail, the purpose being to guide moral behaviors, not to cancel the 
university members’ own moral judgments. 

2. Consistency – we evaluate the degree to which the university's 
moral requirements regarding the conduct of its members are coherent, 
without contradictions, for example by monitoring whether the model 
offered by the teaching staff to students or by the hierarchical superiors to 
administrative staff is in accordance with the moral norms expressed by 
the university's ethical policies and procedures. 

3. Feasibility – we evaluate the manner in which the university 
establishes moral demands for behavior that can be realistically achieved 
by its members, for example, whether they have the necessary resources of 
time, knowledge, equipment, budget or authority to fulfill the 
responsibilities that have been outlined for them, so that they are not 
pressured to violate moral rules because they cannot manage these 
responsibilities due to lack of resources (e.g., when exaggerated 
requirements for research results are established, which may lead to the 
eventual fabrication of study data). 

4. Support – we evaluate how the university encourages or, on the 
contrary, discourages its members to adopt ethical behavior, more 
precisely, whether by respecting moral norms, members gain or suffer in 
their daily work; for example, whether a student who reports immoral 
actions of a professor will subsequently be appreciated by colleagues and 
other teaching staff or, on the contrary, marginalized. 

5. Visibility – we assess the degree to which the university ensures 
the monitoring of immoral behaviors, so that they can be detected and 
brought to the attention of those in a position to take action, and those 
who might be tempted to violate moral rules know that they will be 
discovered and sanctioned, for example through careful monitoring of 
doctoral theses against plagiarism. 

6. Criticism – we evaluate how the university provides formal and 
informal means through which members can openly discuss the ethical 
issues and dilemmas they face, for example through the existence of an 
ethics advisor and the organization of ethics trainings. 

7. Sanctionability – we assess the manner in which the university 
punishes the violation of moral rules and rewards the moral behaviors of 
its members, for example by introducing indicators of moral conduct into 
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the evaluation procedures, or by immediately and firmly sanctioning 
copying or falsification of data, so that members are stimulated to repeat 
moral behaviors and discouraged from breaking the rules. Equally, 
sanctions or rewards must be proportional to the seriousness of the 
violations, respectively to the merit of respecting certain ethical rules. 

 
The optimal presence of these virtues in universities also creates the 

necessary prerequisites for the functioning of the code of ethics, since it 
ensures the conditions for members of the academic community to be 
able to comply with the provisions of this code in practice. As for any 
organization, we can also speak in the case of universities about a general 
and collective level of morality, located beyond the morality of each 
member of the respective institution. This is due to the fact that 
universities, in their turn, represent an environment in which a series of 
organizational practices that can be subject to moral evaluation develops. 
These organizational practices specific to each university are actually 
expressed through the actions of the members of the respective university 
and form the moral context in which ethical decisions are made. Far from 
being neutral or passive, the university context or environment plays an active 
role in the process of ethical decision-making, owing to the fact that it can 
constrain or, as the case may be, stimulate university members to act morally or 
immorally. This can be expressed either explicitly – through policies and 
procedures in force (formally, at the level of the university structure), or 
implicitly – through attitudes, perpetuated traditions, assumed values 
(informally, at the level of the organizational culture within a university). 

 

3. Immoral behavior at university level and their consequences 

In any institution we encounter behaviors that we call “immoral.” We 
usually pass them by with nonchalance or helplessness, considering them 
unimportant or too difficult to evaluate objectively. However, we will see 
that immoral acts are neither unimportant nor as difficult to evaluate as 
one might think. However, they contribute to the creation of an immoral 
organizational environment, in which it seems that everything is 
permitted, which will favor even more immoral behavior. Is there any 
point in being so concerned with creating moral universities? It seems 
more likely to be an ideal than something we could actually implement. 
Of course, we can ignore the moral dimension of university life but, if we 
do so, we run the risk of all kinds of damage, from job satisfaction to 
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reputation and financial losses. For example, the lack of a research ethics 
system makes it difficult for researchers who have to submit an ethics 
review along with their article when they want to publish their research in 
various specialized journals. The absence of explicit rules of university 
etiquette leads to conflicts with administrative staff, to perpetual mutual 
accusations. Professors being offended by students, and students by 
professors, poisons the atmosphere during the years of study and 
demobilizes deserving students, etc. Ignoring these sources of disharmony 
in a university is the same as cultivating them –incurring the 
corresponding losses. These losses will be called moral hazard (the 
probability of triggering bad consequences when we perform a certain 
type of action). Based on empirical research conducted in Romanian 
universities over a period of 10 years,8 we can identify the main immoral 
actions carried out in these institutions - favoritism and subjective 
evaluation by teaching staff, hierarchical sexual harassment, failure to 
respect intellectual property, poor communication in the institution, bribes 
and gifts offered to teachers, erotic relationships between students and 
teachers, the use of offensive or superior language by teaching staff, cold 
and rude language by administrative staff in their relationship with 
students, pressure from teachers to get students to buy their books. An 
empirical study conducted in 2015 at the level of universities in Romania 
showed that higher education managers are not familiar with the tools 
and procedures specific to ethics management (with the exception of the 
code of ethics and the ethics committee), having a rather reactive than 
proactive attitude regarding the ethical issues specific to the academic 
environment. Undoubtedly, the most serious deviation from morality in 
the academic environment is plagiarism, which is why it was decided to 
introduce the discipline Academic Ethics and Integrity into the university 
curriculum. The phenomenon of university corruption is not reducible 
only to the Romanian reality, but the forms of manifestation are diverse, 
depending on the countries, organizational cultures, academic 
environments. Also, the ways to combat this phenomenon are linked to 
the performances of the educational systems in each country. The 
introduction of such a discipline into the university curriculum in 
Romania means, without a doubt, the indirect recognition of academic 

 
8 Mihaela Miroiu (coord.), Daniela Cutaș, Ana Bulai, Liviu Andreescu, Daniela Ion, 

Ethics in universities. How it is and how it should be - research and code, Romania -The 
Ministry of Education and Research, 2005. 
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corruption, plagiarism being only one aspect of it. The importance of the 
entire issue of academic ethics and integrity seems reduced, through the 
media echo, only to the disclosure of plagiarism, which is an incorrect and 
incomplete attitude. Plagiarism is only part of the problem of Ethics, 
Transparency and Integrity in a university 9 . The Romanian academic 
environment needs qualified, specially trained personnel, not only to be 
able to prevent and counteract undesirable situations, but also to 
determine a major change in the academic culture in terms of fairness, 
transparency and integrity in the academic environment. Academic 
organizations, like any other framework of human interaction, are not 
immune to immoral behavior. The deficit of morality is the prerogative of 
human beings, and this is not, most of the time, generated by a deficit of 
knowledge. The explanation resides rather in the lack of motivation than 
in that of knowledge. Aristotle used the term akrasia (weakness of the 
will) to describe the characteristic of human beings that produces the 
typical deficit of morality. We sometimes have morally questionable 
options because we cannot find the resources to resist temptation within 
ourselves within ourselves. Moreover, we tend to rationalize these 
questionable choices.10 

 
4. Instead of conclusions 
The moral principles and norms have always been present in the 

academic environment, but most of the time in the form of unwritten 
rules, academic customs and good professional practices that vary from 
one university to another. Some confuse university morality with 
Christian morality, which dominates outside the university, in society 
and in private life. Academic and research morality are not mere parts of 
“common morality”, they are forms of institutional ethics. The introduction 
of ethical codes after 2000 did not radically change the situation, because 
most of them remained simple papers in a drawer, in the absence of an 
“ethical infrastructure” that would institutionalize and impose the moral 
values of the institution. In today's context, given the decision of the 
Ministry of Education for the academic environment regarding the need 
to study ethics and integrity in universities, we appreciate that higher 

 
9  Liviu Papadima (coord.), Academic Ethics, Core Curriculum, The University of 

Bucharest, 2017. 
10  Eugen Socaciu, Introduction to the Ethics and Academic Integrity Course, The 

University of Bucharest, 2018, p.11. 
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education institutions in Romania could create those tools, that functional 
context of ethics, integrity and transparency that would point studies, 
students and doctoral candidates, both teaching and scientific research 
activity, in the right direction, so that the moral university becomes an 
authentic reality and does not remain just an ideal. 
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Abstract: This study investigates the predictors of teachers’ intervention in 
bullying situations within Romanian pre-university schools. Using data from 228 
teachers working in urban and rural settings, the research examined how demographic 
variables (age, experience, school level, environment) and experiential factors (frequency 
of observed bullying, training participation) relate to self-reported intervention 
behaviours. Data were collected through an online questionnaire and analysed using 
descriptive statistics, non-parametric tests, and multiple linear regression. The results 
indicate that most teachers perceive bullying as present in their schools and report 
frequent involvement in anti-bullying actions, despite limited participation in specialised 
training.  
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Introduction 
Bullying in schools represents a complex phenomenon with a negative 

impact on the emotional health, social development, and academic 
performance of children and adolescents. Its effects manifest in the long 
term, whether students are victims, perpetrators, or bystanders.1 

Understanding the phenomenon of bullying is essential for designing 
effective interventions. Although there is no universally accepted 
definition, scientific consensus indicates that bullying involves three 
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1  M. Sterian & all, Bullying in the Romanian educational system: causes, forms, and 
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fundamental characteristics: the repetitive nature of the behaviors, the 
intention to cause stress or harm, and an imbalance of power between the 
aggressor and the victim.2 

From the perspective of its manifestation, bullying can be classified 
into three main forms: direct (face-to-face) bullying—visible and easier for 
adults to identify, including physical aggression (hitting, pushing) and 
verbal aggression; indirect (covert) bullying—hidden and difficult to 
observe, which may include social exclusion, spreading rumors, threats, 
and manipulation of friendships. Despite its subtle nature, indirect 
bullying can have psychological effects as severe as those of direct 
aggression. 3  Cyberbullying—a specific form of covert bullying—uses 
electronic means of communication such as social networks, messaging 
applications, or email. Cyberbullying is particularly problematic due to 
the difficulty of monitoring it, the amplification of the audience, and the 
persistent nature of digital aggression 4 . Crucially, the way schools 
conceptualize and define bullying profoundly shapes the interventions 
they develop and the strategies they prioritize. Research consistently 
indicates that anti-bullying initiatives are most effective when framed 
within a whole-school, systemic perspective, one that situates bullying 
not as a series of isolated incidents but as a relational phenomenon 
embedded in school culture, organizational practices and community 
norms. Such an approach requires the establishment of clear reporting 
mechanisms accessible to students, educators, and parents, well-defined 
communication protocols and intervention procedures, ongoing 
professional development for school personnel systematic risk 
management; and rigorous evaluation processes designed to assess 
program effectiveness and facilitate iterative improvement.5 

 

 
2 P. Smith, Definition, types and prevalence of bullying and school violence, in E. Munthe, 

E. Solli, E. Arne & E Roland (eds), Asking fear out of schools, University of Stavenger, 
Stavenger, 2005. 

3  A. Sourander et al., Psychosocial risk factors associated with cyberbullying among 
adolescents: A population-based study, Archives of General Psychiatry, vol. 67, no. 720-728, 
2010. 

4  E. Stacey, Research into Cyberbullying: Student perspectives on cybersafe learning 
environments, Informatics in Education – An International Journal, vol. 8, no. 1, 2009, pp. 
115-130. 

5 J. Durlak et al., The impact of enhancing students’ social and emotional learning: A meta-
analysis of school-based universal interventions, Child Development, vol. 82, no. 1, 2011, pp. 
405-432. 
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Bullying Prevention in Schools: A Comprehensive Examination of 
Conceptual Foundations, Empirical Evidence and Systemic Interventions 

The empirical literature examining the effectiveness of anti-bullying 
interventions is substantial, with numerous meta-analyses synthesizing 
findings from diverse socio-cultural and educational contexts. One of the 
most influential contributions, the meta-analysis conducted by Ttofi and 
Farrington6, reported that anti-bullying programs reduce perpetration by 
an average of 20–23% and victimization by 17–20%, highlighting the 
overall promise of structured interventions while simultaneously 
acknowledging their variability. Jiménez-Barbero et al.7 similarly observed 
significant decreases in both bullying behavior and victimization across 
the programs they reviewed. Evans, Fraser, and Cotter8 noted that half of 
the programs they assessed produced meaningful improvements in 
reducing bullying and more than two-thirds reduced victimization. 
Conversely, more cautious analyses such as those conducted by Smith9 
and Merrell10 identified limited or mixed effects, suggesting that program 
efficacy is contingent upon a constellation of factors including 
implementation fidelity, school climate, stakeholder engagement, and the 
alignment of intervention strategies with students’ developmental needs. 
Notably, research consistently identifies certain characteristics shared by 
the most effective anti-bullying interventions. Central among these is the 
adoption of a holistic, whole-school framework that permeates 
organizational structures, classroom practices, and school-community 
relationships. Such interventions typically integrate classroom activities 
aimed at cultivating students’ social and emotional competencies, 
supporting them in developing empathy, self-regulation, conflict-
resolution skills, and prosocial behavioral norms. They position teachers 
not merely as supervisors but as active agents in shaping classroom 
climates, modeling respectful communication, and identifying early signs 

 
6 M. Ttofi & D. Farrington, Effectiveness of school-based programs to reduce bullying: A 

systematic and meta-analytic review, Journal of Experimental Criminology, vol. 7, no. 1, 
2011. 

7  J. Jiménez-Barbero et al., Effectiveness of anti-bullying school programs: A meta-
analysis, Children and Youth Services Review, vol. 61, 2016, pp. 165-175. 

8 C. Evans, M. Fraser & K. Cotter, The effectiveness of school-based bullying prevention 
programs: A systematic review, Aggression and Violent Behavior, vol. 19, no. 5, pp. 532-544, 
2014. 

9 P. Smith, op. cit.  
10 K. Merrell & B. Gueldner, Social and emotional learning in the classroom: Promoting 

mental health and academic success, Guilford Press, New York, 2010. 
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of relational conflict. They emphasize the importance of regular 
professional development that equips teachers with the knowledge and 
confidence required to address both overt and covert forms of aggression, 
including the unique challenges posed by online environments. They 
further incorporate mechanisms for systematic monitoring and evaluation, 
ensuring that school policies remain responsive, adaptive, and grounded 
in empirical evidence. 

Within preventive efforts, several components emerge as particularly 
salient. Comprehensive anti-bullying policies constitute a foundational 
element, articulating a shared and cohesive understanding of bullying 
across the school community and delineating clear procedures for 
responding to incidents. Hirsch, Lowen, and Santorelli11 warn that such 
policies can fail to impact students’ lived experiences if they are not 
consistently implemented, revisited, and embedded into the everyday 
practices of the school. 

Collaboration with parents and caregivers represents another pillar of 
effective prevention. The family environment, parenting styles, and the 
quality of parent–child relationships have well-documented influences on 
children's likelihood of becoming aggressors or victims. Programs that 
actively involve parents—through consultations, workshops, or targeted 
support for vulnerable families—tend to produce more substantial 
reductions in bullying. Research by Bibou-Nakou 12  and Georgiou & 
Stavrinides 13  underscores that both family functioning and relational 
warmth between parents and children serve as protective factors against 
bullying involvement. 

A third major domain within preventive strategies concerns the 
promotion of a robust culture of reporting. Despite broad recognition of its 
importance, studies reveal that many students remain reluctant to report 
bullying, either due to skepticism regarding adults’ ability to intervene 
effectively or due to fears of unwanted consequences. Rigby and Johnson14 

 
11 L. Hirsch, C. Lowen & D. Santorelli, Bully: An action plan for teachers, parents, and 

communities to combat the bullying crisis, Weinstein, New York, 2012. 
12 I. Bibou-Nakou, Bullying/victimization from a family perspective: A qualitative study of 

secondary school students’ views, European Journal of Psychology of Education, vol. 28, no. 
1, pp. 53-71, 2013. 

13  S. Georgiou & P. Stavrinides, Parenting at home and bullying at school, Social 
Psychology of Education: An International Journal, vol. 16, no. 2, 2013, pp. 165-179. 

14 K. Rigby & K. Johnson, The prevalence and effectiveness of anti-bullying strategies 
employed in Australian schools, University of South Australia, Adelaide, 2016. 
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found that even in schools employing structured reporting systems, only a 
minority of bullied students sought help. In the context of cyberbullying, 
these concerns are intensified, as students fear losing access to their 
phones or computers if incidents are disclosed.15 Nonetheless, reporting 
systems serve a dual purpose: they both deter potential aggressors by 
signaling institutional vigilance and provide educators with essential data 
for monitoring prevalence and identifying emerging patterns. 

The physical and social environments of schools constitute another 
critical dimension of prevention. Key school spaces—classrooms, 
corridors, playgrounds—can either mitigate or exacerbate aggression 
depending on their design, maintenance, and supervision. Research by 
Pearce 16  highlights the significance of carefully designed and well-
supervised environments in reducing bullying and promoting 
constructive interactions. Within the curricular domain, the integration of 
anti-bullying content enhances students’ understanding of bullying 
dynamics and encourages pro-social behaviors. Classroom-based activities 
such as role-play, guided discussions, literature analysis, audiovisual 
materials, workshops, and creative group work have been shown to be 
particularly effective. Students and teachers consistently report positive 
perceptions of classroom-based anti-bullying approaches 17  and meta-
analytic findings from Ttofi and Farrington 18  confirm that the use of 
educational video materials is associated with reduced victimization. 

Teacher training remains a decisive factor in the success of anti-
bullying initiatives. Although teachers occupy pivotal roles in identifying 
and addressing aggression, many report feeling inadequately prepared to 
handle nuanced forms of bullying, particularly covert or digital variants. 
Comprehensive professional development enhances teachers’ self-efficacy, 
theoretical understanding, and practical skills. Ansary 19  argue that 
effective programs require active support from school leadership in 

 
15 D. Cross et all, The Friendly Schools Friendly Families programme: Three-year bullying 

behavior outcomes in primary school children, International Journal of Educational Research, 
vol. 3, 2012, pp. 394-406. 

16 N. Pearce et all, Current evidence of best practice in whole-school bullying intervention 
and its potential to inform cyberbullying interventions, Australian Journal of Guidance and 
Counselling, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 1-21, 2011 

17 K. Rigby & K. Johnson, op. cit. 
18 M. Ttofi & D. Farrington, op. cit. 
19  N. Ansary, M. Elias, M. Greene & S. Green, Guidance for schools selecting 

antibullying approaches: Translating evidence-based strategies to contemporary implementation 
realities, Educational Researcher, vol. 44, no. 1, pp. 27-36, 2005. 
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cultivating norms of safety, inclusion, and community participation. 
Empirical studies from Finland20 and England21 similarly emphasize the 
necessity of integrating knowledge about bullying and intervention 
strategies into both initial teacher training and ongoing professional 
development. This emphasis aligns with broader educational research on 
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL), which demonstrates robust evidence 
that SEL programs promote empathy, self-regulation, interpersonal 
competence, and problem-solving abilities, while also preventing 
aggressive behavior and enhancing academic outcomes. 

Taken together, the literature clearly indicates that bullying is not 
simply the result of individual traits or isolated peer conflicts but emerges 
from a larger ecology of relationships, norms, and structural conditions 
within schools. Effective prevention therefore requires a multilevel 
approach that encompasses individual skills, interpersonal dynamics, 
organizational practices, and the wider school-community interface. 
Schools that successfully reduce bullying are those that cultivate inclusive 
climates, encourage open communication, ensure students feel safe 
reporting incidents, and engage families as active partners in their 
educational mission. 

 
The current study 
The current study addresses the need for a deeper understanding of 

the factors that shape teachers’ involvement in managing bullying within 
Romanian schools. While bullying has increasingly attracted public and 
institutional attention, empirical research focusing on teachers’ 
perspectives and behavior remains scarce. Given that teachers play a 
pivotal role in recognizing, intervening, and implementing preventive 
strategies, examining the determinants of their actions is essential for 
developing effective educational policies and training programs. 

Drawing on a comprehensive and updated dataset, the present 
research investigates how a range of demographic, perceptual, and 
experiential variables influence teachers’ likelihood to intervene in 
bullying situations. By employing a multivariate analytical perspective, 
the study seeks to identify the mechanisms that facilitate or hinder 

 
20 L. Sairanen & K. Pfeffer, Self-reported handling of bullying among junior high school 

teachers in Finland, School Psychology International, vol. 32, no. 3, pp. 330-344, 2011. 
21 P. Smith, & F. Thompson, What works best to help stop bullying in schools?, 2014, The 

Conversation, viewed 24 April 2017, https://theconversation.com/what-works-best-to-
help-stop-bullying-in-schools-28865. 
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teachers’ engagement, offering insights that extend beyond descriptive 
accounts of the phenomenon. In the context of recent anti-bullying 
regulations introduced in Romania, the findings generated by this study 
may contribute to a more nuanced understanding of school-level realities 
and support the design of targeted professional development initiatives. 

Through this approach, the current study adds to the international 
literature by providing evidence on how Romanian teachers perceive and 
respond to bullying, thereby highlighting both systemic challenges and 
opportunities for strengthening preventive practices within educational 
institutions. 

 
Research objectives 
The current study seeks to explore the factors that influence teachers’ 

involvement in addressing bullying within Romanian schools. In order to 
achieve a comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon, the research 
is guided by several interconnected objectives. 

First, the study aims to examine the extent to which teachers 
encounter various forms of bullying in their professional context and how 
frequently such incidents occur. Understanding teachers’ exposure to 
bullying-related situations offers an essential foundation for interpreting 
their attitudes and responses. 

Second, the research focuses on identifying teachers’ perceptions 
regarding the primary causes of bullying and the factors that may 
contribute to its escalation. By exploring these perceptions, the study seeks 
to uncover how teachers interpret the roots of the phenomenon and how 
such interpretations may shape their willingness to intervene. 

Third, the study aims to analyze the role of demographic and 
professional characteristics—such as age, teaching experience, level of 
education, or school environment—in influencing teachers’ readiness to 
implement anti-bullying strategies. This objective is central for 
determining whether specific teacher profiles are more likely to engage 
actively in preventive and intervention efforts. 

Fourth, the research seeks to investigate teachers’ engagement in anti-
bullying activities and the degree to which they participate in training 
sessions or educational programs related to this topic. This dimension 
helps clarify the relationship between professional development and 
practical intervention behavior. 

Finally, the study aims to integrate these variables into a multivariate 
examination that can identify the most significant predictors of teachers’ 
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intervention in bullying situations. Through this approach, the study 
offers a comprehensive perspective on the mechanisms that facilitate or 
hinder teachers’ active involvement in managing bullying within the 
school environment. 

In relation to the formulated objectives, the research is based on the 
following hypotheses: 

H1. Teachers who report a higher frequency of exposure to bullying 
incidents are more likely to demonstrate active intervention behavior in 
school settings. 

H2. Teachers’ perceptions of the causes of bullying significantly 
influence their likelihood of intervening, with those attributing bullying to 
interpersonal or environmental factors showing higher levels of 
engagement in anti-bullying actions. 

H3. Demographic and professional characteristics—such as age, years 
of teaching experience, educational level, and teaching environment 
(urban/rural)—serve as significant predictors of teachers’ readiness to 
intervene in bullying situations. 

H4. Teachers who participate more frequently in anti-bullying 
training programs or professional development activities report a higher 
level of involvement in preventive and intervention practices. 

H5. A combination of perceptual, experiential, and demographic 
variables explains a substantial proportion of the variance in teachers’ 
intervention behavior, indicating that intervention is shaped by a complex 
interplay of factors rather than a single determinant. 

 
Material and method 
The study employed a descriptive and exploratory research design, 

aiming to investigate the factors associated with teachers’ involvement in 
addressing bullying within Romanian schools. Given the complexity of 
the phenomenon, the research adopted a mixed-methods perspective, 
combining quantitative data derived from structured questionnaire items 
with qualitative insights generated through open-ended responses. This 
approach allowed for a more comprehensive understanding of teachers’ 
perceptions, experiences, and intervention behavior. 

Instrument: Data were collected using a structured questionnaire 
designed to assess teachers’ perceptions of bullying, their experiences with 
bullying incidents, and their intervention-related behavior. The 
instrument contained items covering the following categories: 
demographic and professional variables (age, sex, educational level, 
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teaching environment, years of experience). Exposure to bullying 
(frequency of bullying incidents observed). Perceived causes of bullying 
(e.g., interpersonal, familial, environmental factors). Forms of bullying 
present in schools (verbal, relational, physical, cyberbullying). 
Engagement in anti-bullying activities (frequency of preventive actions, 
participation in training programs). Perceived effectiveness of school-level 
strategies and cultural aspects related to bullying. Several items allowed 
multiple responses, while others required categorical or ordinal choices. 
For analytical purposes, open-ended or multi-option answers were 
systematically coded into numerical variables. 

Procedure: Data collection was conducted online via a secure digital 
platform, ensuring confidentiality and accessibility for participants across 
different geographical regions. Teachers were invited to participate 
through institutional communication channels and professional networks. 
Respondents required approximately 10–12 minutes to complete the 
questionnaire. Completed responses were exported into a database and 
prepared for statistical processing through systematic cleaning, coding, 
and verification steps. 

Data Analysis: The analysis employed both descriptive and 
inferential statistical methods. Initially, frequency distributions and 
measures of central tendency were used to summarize participants’ 
characteristics and key variables related to bullying. Subsequently, 
inferential analyses were conducted to test the formulated hypotheses. 

 
Participants 
The study included 228 pre-university teachers from Romania, 

working in both urban (84.2%, n = 192) and rural (15.8%, n = 36) schools. 
Participation was voluntary and anonymous. The sample was 
predominantly female (93.0%, n = 212), reflecting the general structure of 
the Romanian teaching workforce. Participants’ ages ranged from 22 to 74 
years, with a mean age of 45.26 years (SD = 11.38), indicating a balanced 
representation of early-career, mid-career, and senior teachers. Regarding 
teaching level, 61.4% (n = 140) taught in primary education, 24.6% (n = 56) 
in lower-secondary, and 14.0% (n = 32) in upper-secondary education. 
Professional experience varied considerably: 35.1% (n = 80) had between 
0–5 years of experience, while 42.1% (n = 96) had over 20 years in the 
profession. The remaining respondents reported 6–10 years (10.5%, n = 
24), 11–15 years (10.5%, n = 24), and 16–20 years (1.8%, n = 4) of 
experience. Overall, the sample reflects the demographic and professional 
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diversity of the Romanian teaching population and provides a solid basis 
for analyzing teachers’ perceptions and intervention practices regarding 
bullying. 

 
Results  
Descriptive analyses were conducted to examine teachers’ exposure to 

bullying, their involvement in anti-bullying activities, participation in 
training programs, and perceived preparedness and importance of anti-
bullying education.  

Regarding the frequency of bullying incidents, most teachers 
reported observing such behaviors either rarely (40.4%, n = 92) or 
occasionally (31.6%, n = 72). A smaller group indicated frequent 

occurrences (21.1%, n = 48), while 7.0% (n = 16) stated that they had never 

encountered bullying in their school. Teachers’ engagement in anti-

bullying activities showed relatively high involvement: 70.2% (n = 160) 
reported intervening frequently, whereas 19.3% (n = 44) did so 
occasionally. Lower levels of involvement were reported by a minority: 
rarely (8.8%, n = 20) and never (1.8%, n = 4).  

Participation in training programs was limited. Most respondents had 

not attended specialized courses (71.9%, n = 164), while 28.1% (n = 64) 
had taken part in at least one form of training.  

The majority of teachers viewed anti-bullying education as highly 
relevant: 62.3% (n = 142) rated it as very important, and 29.8% (n = 68) as 
important. Only a small number assigned lower levels of importance. With 
respect to preparedness to intervene, 61.4% (n = 140) reported feeling 
prepared, whereas 38.6% (n = 88) felt insufficiently prepared to act in 
bullying situations. Age showed broad variability, ranging between 22 

and 74 years, with a mean of 45.26 years (SD = 11.38), supporting the 
presence of both early-career and highly experienced teachers within the 
sample.  

To examine associations between teachers’ demographic and 
professional characteristics and their level of involvement in anti-bullying 
intervention, a series of bivariate analyses were conducted using non-
parametric statistical tests, given the ordinal nature of several variables 
and the non-normal distribution of composite scores.  

A Spearman correlation test revealed a significant negative 

association between teachers’ age and their level of intervention (ρ = –

0.20, p = .003). This indicates that younger teachers reported higher levels 

of involvement in anti-bullying actions compared to their older 
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colleagues. In contrast, the frequency of bullying incidents observed in 
schools showed a significant positive association with intervention levels 
(ρ = 0.24, p < .001). Teachers who encountered bullying more frequently 
tended to report higher intervention scores, suggesting increased 
responsiveness when bullying is perceived as more prevalent. 

A Mann–Whitney U test indicated no significant difference in 
intervention levels between teachers working in urban schools and those 
working in rural schools (U = 3616.00, p = .647). This suggests that school 
environment alone does not influence how actively teachers engage in 
anti-bullying practices. 

Intervention levels differed significantly across teaching levels (H = 
23.91, p < .001). Teachers working in primary education reported the 
highest intervention scores, those in lower-secondary education showed 
moderate involvement, while upper-secondary teachers had the lowest 

levels of engagement. This pattern indicates that teachers who work with 
younger students tend to intervene more frequently and proactively in 
bullying situations than those teaching adolescents. 

Teaching experience was also significantly associated with 
intervention (H = 31.87, p < .001). Early-career teachers (0–5 years) 
reported the highest intervention levels, followed by those with 6–15 

years of experience, who showed moderate involvement. In contrast, 
teachers with over 20 years of experience had the lowest intervention 

scores. These findings suggest a gradual decrease in intervention 
behaviors as teaching experience increases. 

 
Table 1 Multiple Linear Regression Predicting Intervention Score 

Predictor B SE t p 

Intercept 9.44 0.60 15.86 < .001 

Age –0.03 0.01 –2.28 .023 

School environment (urban) 0.20 0.26 0.79 .429 

Bullying frequency 0.35 0.11 3.12 .002 

Teaching experience –0.04 0.08 –0.48 .629 

 
The results of the multiple linear regression are presented in Table 1. 

The overall model was statistically significant, explaining 15.2% of the 
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variance in teachers’ intervention behavior (R² = .152, F (4, 223) = 9.96, p < 
.001). Age was a significant negative predictor, B = –0.03, SE = 0.01, t = –
2.28, p = .023, indicating that with each additional year of age, the 

intervention score decreased by 0.03 units. This suggests that younger 

teachers tend to intervene more frequently in bullying situations than 
older teachers. The frequency of bullying incidents observed by teachers 
also significantly predicted intervention levels, B = 0.35, SE = 0.11, t = 3.12, 
p = .002. Thus, for each one-unit increase in perceived bullying 

frequency, intervention scores increased by 0.35 points, showing that 
teachers exposed to more frequent bullying display higher engagement in 
anti-bullying actions.  

In contrast, school environment (urban vs. rural) was not a significant 
predictor, B = 0.20, SE = 0.26, t = 0.79, p = .429, indicating no meaningful 
difference in intervention behaviors based on location. Similarly, teaching 

experience did not significantly predict intervention, B = –0.04, SE = 0.08, t 
= –0.48, p = .629. Although experience showed associations at the bivariate 
level, its effect diminished when age and bullying frequency were 
included in the model, suggesting that these two variables account more 
substantially for variation in intervention behaviors.  

Overall, the model demonstrates that younger teachers and those 
who observe bullying more frequently exhibit higher involvement in 
anti-bullying practices, whereas contextual factors such as school 
environment and teaching experience do not exert independent effects 
once other variables are controlled. 

 
Discussion 
The present study contributes to the growing body of research on 

teachers’ intervention in school bullying by identifying key individual and 
contextual predictors of intervention behaviour among pre-university 
teachers in Romania. In accordance with our objectives, we examined 
demographic, experiential, and perceptual variables in relation to 
intervention levels, and tested a composite measure of teacher 
intervention. The findings align with, and extend, existing literature in 
several important ways.  

First, our observation that younger teachers reported higher 
intervention scores complements findings from international research 
indicating that teachers’ readiness to intervene is influenced by recency of 
training, familiarity with socio-emotional learning frameworks, and 
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greater adaptability to complex peer dynamics22. Specifically, found that 
teacher competence regarding bullying is positively related to intervention 
and indirectly to lower victimization levels. Our results extend this by 
suggesting that chronological age itself functions as a proxy for such 
competencies in the Romanian context. 

Second, consistent with the work of O’Brien23 and Fischer & Bilz24, 
the present study found that the frequency with which teachers observed 
bullying was a significant positive predictor of intervention behavior. The 
role of exposure and awareness in motivating teacher action: when 
bullying is frequent and visible, teachers may feel greater urgency to 
respond. Moreover, literature on teacher self-efficacy and attribution style 
suggests that recognition of bullying incidents is a key antecedent of 
intervention25. This supports our findings and suggests a mechanism for 
how exposure amplifies intervention tendencies. 

Third, the non-significant effects of school environment (urban vs. 
rural) and teaching experience in the multivariate model provide 
interesting insights. While many studies have shown context-related 
differences (e.g., resource availability, school climate) in teacher 
intervention, our results indicate that once personal factors such as age 
and exposure are accounted for, these contextual factors may lose 
significance. A whole-school meta-analysis emphasised that effective anti-
bullying programmes necessitate a holistic school-wide approach rather 
than isolated teacher-factors 26. The present findings suggest that in the 
Romanian educational landscape, teacher-level variables may currently 
play a more determinant role than school-level ones. 

In relation to our previous publication in Euromentor, 27  (which 
emphasized the importance of professional development and school 
culture in bullying intervention), the current study provides empirical 

 
22L. De Luca, A. Nocentini & E. Menesini, The teacher’s role in preventing bullying and 

cyberbullying: A multidimensional approach, Frontiers in Psychology, 10, Article 1830, 2019 
23 K. O’Brien, Teachers’ perceptions and responses to bullying: A contextual analysis of 

school climate factors. Journal of School Violence, 23(1), 45–62, 2024. 
24 S. Fischer & L. Bilz, Teachers’ self-efficacy in preventing and intervening in school 

bullying. School Psychology International, 42(1), 2021, 34–54. 
25 S. Fischer & L. Bilz, op. cit. 
26  Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation, Anti-bullying in schools: What 

works? Whole-school approaches for improving student wellbeing, Government of New South 
Wales, 2023. 

27 M. Sterian & all, Bullying in the Romanian educational system: causes, forms, and 
teachers’ perceived solutions, Volume XVI, No. 3/September 2025, ISSN 2068-780X. 
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support for their theoretical propositions. Specifically, while teacher 
training participation did not emerge as an independent predictor in our 
regression model, it formed part of the composite intervention score—
indicating that training still matters as part of a broader intervention 
framework. This nuance aligns with Sterian & Nicoară’s argument that 
training must be integrated with school systemic factors to have impact, 
rather than considered in isolation. 

The results of this study underscore the need to strengthen anti-
bullying competencies among teachers, particularly those who are older or 
have extensive teaching experience. The higher intervention levels 
observed among younger teachers suggest that recent training and greater 
familiarity with contemporary socio-emotional frameworks may enhance 
their responsiveness to bullying. This highlights the importance of 
continuous professional development that not only updates teachers’ 
knowledge, but also reinforces confidence and motivation to act decisively 
when aggressive behaviors occur.  

The strong association between the frequency of bullying exposure 
and intervention behavior indicates that teachers are more likely to 
intervene when they perceive bullying as a salient problem in their 
environment. This finding suggests that improving the visibility of 
bullying incidents—through systematic monitoring, accessible reporting 
procedures, and open channels of communication within schools—may 
encourage more consistent intervention. A more transparent approach to 
documenting peer aggression could enhance teachers’ awareness and 
prompt earlier responses to emerging forms of bullying. 

Finally, although contextual variables such as the school environment 
did not significantly predict intervention behavior, the broader 
implications point toward the value of integrating teacher action within a 
coherent, school-wide strategy. Effective anti-bullying practices require 
institutional support, clear policies, and a culture that prioritizes student 
well-being. Strengthening these systemic elements, alongside teacher-level 
competencies, may facilitate more comprehensive and sustainable 
responses to bullying in Romanian schools. 

Several limitations of the current study should be acknowledged. 
Firstly, the cross-sectional design limits our ability to draw causal 
inferences. Longitudinal studies would provide stronger evidence of how 
teacher intervention behavior evolve over time. Secondly, all measures 
were self-reported by teachers, raising the possibility of social-desirability 
bias or inaccurate recall. Future research should include multi-informant 
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data (students, parents, administrators) to triangulate findings. Thirdly, 
although the sample size (N = 228) is adequate, the over-representation of 

urban teachers (84.2%) may limit generalizability to rural settings. Future 
studies should aim for a more balanced urban/rural distribution. 
Additionally, the composite Intervention Score, while useful, may mask 
differential effects of specific intervention components (e.g., training vs 
frequency). Future work might disaggregate these components and 
examine mediators such as teacher self-efficacy, attribution styles, or 
school climate factors. Lastly, contextual variables such as school 
leadership support, number of students, resource availability, and existing 
anti-bullying programmes were not included in the model but may 
influence teacher behavior. 

 
Conclusions 
The present study contributes to a deeper understanding of the factors 

shaping teachers’ involvement in addressing bullying within Romanian 
pre-university education. By integrating demographic characteristics, 
experiential elements, and perceptions related to bullying, the research 
demonstrates that intervention behavior is influenced primarily by teacher 
age and the frequency with which bullying incidents are observed. 
Younger teachers and those more frequently exposed to aggressive 
student interactions were significantly more inclined to take action, 
suggesting that both generational training differences and heightened 
awareness contribute to more proactive intervention. 

In contrast, teaching experience and school environment did not emerge 
as significant predictors once all variables were considered simultaneously. 
This indicates that structural or contextual features may be less decisive than 
individual perceptions and personal readiness to act. These findings align 
with international literature emphasizing that teachers’ recognition of 
bullying and their sense of competence are central components of effective 
intervention, reinforcing the need for continuous professional development 
that keeps pace with evolving forms of student aggression. 

Overall, the study highlights the importance of strengthening teacher 
training, improving systems for monitoring bullying, and fostering whole-
school strategies that support cohesive and sustained responses to 
aggression. By identifying the variables most strongly associated with 
teacher intervention, the research offers a foundation for designing 
targeted training, informing policy development, and enhancing the 
capacity of Romanian schools to create safer and more supportive 
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educational environments. Future studies are encouraged to build on 
these findings by incorporating longitudinal designs, multi-informant 
approaches, and broader institutional factors that shape the ecology of 
bullying intervention.  
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Abstract: The present study investigates the effectiveness of neurofeedback in 

reducing anxiety and enhancing self-esteem by analysing pre–post intervention changes 
in a sample of 67 participants. Statistical tests revealed a significant decrease in anxiety 
levels following the neurofeedback sessions, as confirmed by the Wilcoxon test, suggesting 
improved emotional self-regulation. In parallel, self-esteem increased significantly, with 
participants shifting from low or moderate levels to predominantly high levels, a result 
also supported by the pre–post comparison. Furthermore, the study identified a positive 
correlation between self-esteem and anxiety after the intervention, indicating a complex 
and interdependent relationship between these two psychological constructs. The 
integrated interpretation of the findings suggests that neurofeedback may contribute both 
to the reduction of anxious symptoms and to the optimisation of self-evaluative processes 
through neuropsychological mechanisms associated with self-regulation. These results 
reinforce the idea that neurofeedback is a non-invasive technique with significant clinical 
potential, supporting the development of personalised psychological interventions. 
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1. Introduction 
Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is one of the most common 

anxiety conditions, characterised by excessive, persistent, and difficult-to-
control worry, often accompanied by muscle tension, irritability, fatigue, 
and disruptions in daily functioning. Recent epidemiological studies 
indicate a prevalence of approximately 3–6% in the general population, 
with an increasing trend among young adults due to academic stress, 
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socio-professional pressures, and constant exposure to digital stimuli1. The 
psychological and functional impact of GAD is substantial: individuals 
affected often experience difficulties in cognitive performance, 
maintaining social relationships, and face an elevated risk of comorbidities 
such as depression or somatic disorders2. 

Although cognitive-behavioural therapy and anxiolytic medication 
are scientifically validated treatments, a significant proportion of patients 
respond only partially or experience undesirable side effects, particularly 
with long-term pharmacological interventions. This reality has led to 
growing interest in alternative or complementary approaches focused on 
non-invasive neuronal self-regulation techniques that offer lasting 
improvements in cognitive and emotional functioning 3 . 
Psychotechnological interventions such as neurofeedback fall into this 
emerging category and are increasingly explored in specialised literature. 

Neurofeedback represents a neural training method based on EEG 
recording, through which individuals learn to modify their cortical 
activity patterns toward more stable functional states. Although the 
origins of neurofeedback date back to the 1960s, scientific interest has 
increased considerably with the development of digital technologies and 
high-resolution EEG analysis systems. In recent years, clinical studies have 
shown that neurofeedback can reduce the hyperactivity of brain networks 
involved in anxiety and improve emotional regulation, including through 
Alpha/Theta protocols, SMR training, or QEEG-guided interventions4 . 
These findings support the theoretical premise that the brain can be 
trained to adopt more efficient neurophysiological patterns, producing 
beneficial effects on anxiety symptoms. 

The relationship between anxiety and self-esteem represents another 
relevant aspect in studying the effectiveness of neurofeedback. Low self-
esteem is frequently associated with elevated levels of anxiety, a link 

 
1 A.M. Ruscio, L.S. Hallion, C.C. Lim, S. Aguilar-Gaxiola, A. Al-Hamzawi, J. Alonso, 

et al. Cross-sectional comparison of the epidemiology of DSM-5 generalized anxiety disorder 
across the globe. JAMA Psychiatry, 74(5), 2017, pp. 465–475. 

2 C. Beard, T. Björgvinsson. Beyond generalized anxiety disorder: Psychometric properties 
of the GAD-7 in a heterogeneous psychiatric sample. Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 59, 2019, 
pp. 1–7. 

3 P. Cuijpers, I.A. Cristea, E. Karyotaki, M. Reijnders, M. J. Huibers. How effective are 
cognitive behavior therapies for major depression and anxiety disorders? A meta-analytic update. 
Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 134(5), 2016, pp. 372–386. 

4  D.C. Hammond. Neurofeedback with anxiety and affective disorders. Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics of North America, 25(1), 2016, pp. 125–139. 
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explained through cognitive and emotional mechanisms such as negative 
self-evaluation, vulnerability to stress, and difficulties in affective self-
regulation. Recent literature highlights that interventions reducing anxiety 
often have positive secondary effects on self-esteem, suggesting that both 
constructs share common neuropsychological processes 5 . Therefore, 
investigating the impact of neurofeedback on both anxiety and self-esteem 
is theoretically justified and necessary for strengthening the evidence 
regarding the effectiveness of this method in optimising psychological 
functioning. 

 
Neurofeedback – neuropsychological mechanisms 
Neurofeedback is a form of biofeedback based on 

electroencephalographic (EEG) activity, grounded in the principle of 
neuroplasticity and the brain’s ability to self-regulate when guided by 
real-time feedback signals. The fundamental principle of neurofeedback 
relies on EEG self-regulation: the individual receives visual or auditory 
information about current brain activity and is encouraged to enhance or 
inhibit specific neuronal frequencies. Through repetition, the nervous 
system learns new activity patterns, in a process similar to operant 
conditioning in which digital rewards reinforce the desired functional 
changes6. This guided modification of cortical activity is associated with 
improvements in emotional regulation, attention, and reductions in 
anxiety symptoms. 

In clinical practice, several EEG training models are used depending 
on therapeutic goals and patient characteristics. One of the most 
widespread protocols is the Alpha/Theta model, known for its capacity to 
induce deep relaxation and facilitate mental states associated with anxiety 
reduction and emotional processing. This protocol increases activity in the 
alpha (8–12 Hz) and theta (4–8 Hz) bands, facilitating a transition toward 
neurophysiological states compatible with decreased limbic system 
hyperactivation7. Studies indicate that Alpha/Theta training is effective in 

 
5 U. Orth, R.W. Robins, K.F. Widaman. Life-span development of self-esteem and its 

effects on important life outcomes. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 102(6), 2012, 
pp. 1271–1288. 

6 S. Enriquez-Geppert, R.J. Huster, C.S. Herrmann. EEG-neurofeedback as a tool to 
modulate cognition and behavior: A review tutorial. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 11, 
2017, p. 51. 

7 N. Saxena, S.M. Eack. Alpha–theta neurofeedback and emotional processing: A systematic 
review. Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews, 118, 2020, pp. 440–452. 
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managing anxiety, particularly in cases dominated by rumination and 
heightened neuronal excitability. 

Another frequently used protocol is SMR (Sensory Motor Rhythm) 
training, which focuses on increasing 12–15 Hz activity in the 
sensorimotor cortex. SMR neurofeedback is associated with improved 
attentional stability, reduced central nervous system hyperexcitability, and 
decreased anxiety symptoms, as it promotes a balance between alertness 
and relaxation8. This type of training is particularly useful in interventions 
aimed at regulating sleep, reducing physiological tension, and stabilising 
cognitive processes. 

Beta-band training (15–20 Hz or specific variations) is employed to 
enhance cognitive control and reduce symptoms linked to anxiety 
resulting from concentration difficulties or cortical hyperactivity. This 
protocol seeks to optimise frontal and parietal activity by encouraging 
adequate levels of neural activation necessary for executive tasks and 
decision-making processes. Recent studies report that beta training can 
contribute to lowering anxiety symptoms by improving an individual’s 
ability to maintain cognitive focus and emotional control9. 

A significant advancement in the field of neurofeedback is the use of 
QEEG (quantitative electroencephalography), which allows the 
personalisation of protocols based on each individual’s neuronal activity 
maps. QEEG neurofeedback integrates detailed spectral analyses of 
cortical activity and compares a person’s EEG values to normative 
databases, identifying areas of hyperactivation or hypoactivation that may 
underlie anxious symptoms. Through this approach, the intervention 
becomes more precise and tailored to the patient’s neurophysiological 
profile, and recent studies highlight the increasing effectiveness of QEEG-
guided neurofeedback in managing generalized anxiety and other 
affective disorders10. 

Neurofeedback operates by training neural circuits responsible for 
emotional self-regulation, attention, and psychophysiological stability. 

 
8 K. Hoedlmoser, D.P. Heib, M. Schabus, W. Klimesch. Neurofeedback training in the 

context of somatic and anxiety-related symptoms: A review. Brain Sciences, 10(6), 2020, p. 351. 
9  A. Rogel, J. Guez, M. Zivan, Y. Braw. Beta EEG neurofeedback improves anxiety 

symptoms in patients with anxiety disorders. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 71(12), 2015, pp. 
1133–1144. 

10 J. Hasslinger, K. Manz, A. Dempfle. QEEG-guided neurofeedback for anxiety and 
stress-related disorders: A systematic review. Applied Psychophysiology and Biofeedback, 
45(4), 2020, pp. 229–242. 
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Due to its capacity to optimise brain functioning in a non-invasive and 
individually adapted manner, neurofeedback offers a promising or 
complementary alternative to traditional treatments for anxiety, with the 
potential to produce lasting changes in neural dynamics and psychological 
well-being. 

 
Neurofeedback in anxiety management 
Neurofeedback-based interventions have gained increasing visibility 

over the past decade, as recent research has demonstrated their potential 
to reduce anxiety symptoms by directly modulating cortical activity 
involved in emotional processing. Neurofeedback acts on these 
imbalances by encouraging the brain to adopt more stable 
neurophysiological patterns, thereby reducing overall hyperexcitability 
and improving emotional self-regulation. 

Clinical studies published after 2015 have highlighted the 
effectiveness of neurofeedback in diminishing anxiety both among 
patients with specific disorders and in the general population. For 
example, Sürmeli and Ertem (2017) 11  reported significant symptom 
reduction in patients with anxiety disorders following QEEG-guided 
interventions, suggesting that personalising neurofeedback protocols 
according to individual neurophysiological profiles may increase 
treatment efficacy. Similarly, experimental studies focusing on 
Alpha/Theta protocols have shown that this type of training produces 
consistent decreases in psychological tension, rumination, and 
physiological activation characteristic of generalized anxiety 12 . These 
effects are attributed to improved communication among networks 
involved in emotional processing and to the induction of brain states 
compatible with relaxation. 

Additionally, SMR training and beta-band protocols have 
demonstrated effectiveness in reducing anxiety symptoms in specific 
contexts such as performance anxiety, social anxiety, and anxiety 
associated with sleep disturbances. Findings suggest that by enhancing 
cortical stability and reducing hyperexcitability, neurofeedback may 

 
11 T. Sürmeli, A. Ertem. EEG neurofeedback treatment of patients with anxiety disorders. 

Clinical EEG and Neuroscience, 48(1), 2017, pp. 19–25. 
12  N. Saxena, S.M. Eack. Alpha–theta neurofeedback and emotional processing: A 

systematic review. Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews, 118, 2020, pp. 440–452. 
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contribute to regulating the physiological stress response and improving 
cognitive functioning in challenging situations13. 

Another important advantage of neurofeedback in anxiety 
management is its non-invasive nature and the absence of significant 
adverse effects compared to pharmacological treatments. These benefits 
make it an attractive option for individuals who prefer self-regulation 
strategies or who do not respond adequately to traditional therapies. 
Although the literature emphasises the need for larger randomised 
studies, current evidence supports the conclusion that neurofeedback is a 
promising intervention capable of reducing generalized anxiety by 
reorganising brain activity and strengthening emotional control 
mechanisms. 

 
Self-Esteem and Neurofeedback 
Self-esteem is a central construct of psychological functioning, 

referring to the global and relatively stable evaluation individuals assign 
to themselves. Low self-esteem is frequently associated with emotional 
difficulties, vulnerability to stress, sensitivity to negative evaluation, and 
an increased risk for anxiety and depressive disorders. From a 
neuropsychological perspective, self-esteem is supported by the integrated 
functioning of cortical networks involved in self-referential processing, 
autobiographical memory, self-reflection, and emotional regulation—
particularly the medial prefrontal cortex, anterior cingulate cortex, and the 
default mode network (DMN)14. Dysregulation within these networks can 
lead to negative self-evaluations and heightened anxious reactivity. 

Through its capacity to train EEG patterns associated with emotional 
self-regulation, neurofeedback can influence self-esteem in an indirect yet 
meaningful way. Protocols aimed at increasing alpha activity or improving 
the coherence of frontal networks have been associated with a stronger sense 
of internal control, reduced self-criticism, and a more stable perception of 
personal worth15. These effects are explained by enhanced communication 

 
13 K. Hoedlmoser, D.P. Heib, M. Schabus, W. Klimesch., Neurofeedback training in the 

context of somatic and anxiety-related symptoms: A review. Brain Sciences, 10(6), 2020, p. 351. 
14  R.S. Chavez, T.F. Heatherton. Multimodal frontostriatal connectivity underlies 

individual differences in self-esteem. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 10(3), 2015, 
pp. 364–370. 

15 I. Málaga, A. González, R. Chio, J. Becerra. Neurofeedback training and self-related 
processes: A review of mechanisms and outcomes. International Journal of Psychophysiology, 
146, 2019, pp. 15–25. 
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between cortical structures involved in self-evaluation and reduced excessive 
limbic activation, allowing for more flexible emotional processing. 

Empirical studies published after 2015 support this relationship. For 
example, research conducted by Escolano and colleagues (2017) 16 
demonstrated that frontal alpha training not only improves emotional 
regulation but also increases subjective indicators of self-esteem, with 
participants reporting a more positive perception of their personal 
competencies. 

Additionally, QEEG-guided approaches have been used to identify 
cortical dysfunction patterns linked to low self-esteem, such as frontal 
hypoactivation or EEG asymmetries, enabling the development of 
personalised protocols that target the strengthening of emotional stability 
and self-efficacy 17 . Personalisation of neurofeedback interventions is 
considered a promising direction in current literature, with the potential to 
produce changes not only in anxiety symptoms but also in self-perception. 

Overall, the literature suggests that neurofeedback may contribute to 
increases in self-esteem by modifying brain activity underlying self-
regulation and emotional processing, by reducing the hyperactivity of 
alarm systems, and by improving the functioning of frontal networks 
involved in self-evaluation. These benefits can act synergistically with 
anxiety reduction, which justifies the simultaneous investigation of both 
variables in modern clinical studies. 

 
The anxiety – self-esteem relationship 
The relationship between anxiety and self-esteem is complex and well 

documented in the scientific literature, being described as bidirectional 
and multifactorial. Numerous studies indicate that low self-esteem 
represents a vulnerability factor for the development of anxiety, while 
persistent anxious experiences can deteriorate self-image and intensify 
negative self-evaluations18. From a cognitive perspective, individuals with 

 
16 C. Escolano, M. Navarro-Gil, J. Garcia-Campayo, M. Congedo, J. Minguez. Alpha 

neurofeedback training for enhancing mindfulness and well-being. Consciousness and 
Cognition, 55, 2017, pp. 110–123. 

17 J. Hasslinger, K. Manz, A. Dempfle. QEEG-guided neurofeedback for anxiety and 
stress-related disorders: A systematic review. Applied Psychophysiology and Biofeedback, 
45(4), 2020, pp. 229–242. 

18 U. Orth, R.W. Robins, K.F. Widaman. Life-span development of self-esteem and its 
effects on important life outcomes. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 102(6), 2012, 
pp. 1271–1288. 
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low self-esteem tend to interpret ambiguous situations as threatening, 
overestimate risks, and underestimate their abilities, creating a vicious 
cycle between anxiety and self-criticism. 

On a neuropsychological level, the relationship between the two 
constructs is supported by the coordinated activity of brain networks 
involved in self-referential processing, emotional regulation, and the 
processing of social evaluations. Recent neuroimaging studies show that 
both anxiety and self-esteem are strongly influenced by the functioning of 
the medial prefrontal cortex, anterior cingulate cortex, and the limbic 
system—particularly the amygdala19. In individuals with high anxiety, 
excessive amygdala activation and reduced connectivity with prefrontal 
regions diminish the ability to inhibit disproportionate emotional 
responses, and this imbalance is associated with a negative perception of 
self-worth. At the same time, low self-esteem may be linked to 
hyperactivation of the default mode network (DMN), which supports self-
referential and ruminative thinking—a central mechanism in anxiety. 

Behaviourally, the relationship between anxiety and self-esteem 
manifests through maladaptive coping strategies such as social avoidance, 
rigid perfectionism, or dependence on external validation, all of which 
contribute to maintaining anxiety symptoms. Longitudinal studies 
conducted after 2015 confirm that low self-esteem predicts the onset and 
persistence of anxiety, while chronic anxiety progressively erodes 
perceptions of personal competence and self-efficacy 20 . Thus, the two 
variables function in a reciprocal cycle in which changes in emotional 
regulation directly influence the way individuals perceive themselves. 

In this context, interventions targeting emotional self-regulation—
such as neurofeedback—can produce simultaneous effects on anxiety and 
self-esteem. By reducing the neural hyperactivation associated with 
anxiety and improving the functioning of frontal networks involved in 
self-evaluation, neurofeedback can break the vicious cycle between the 
two constructs, allowing individuals to develop a more stable self-
perception and a higher level of emotional control. Therefore, 
investigating the anxiety–self-esteem relationship within 
neurophysiological interventions becomes not only theoretically relevant 

 
19 X. Zhang, L. Li, D. Zhang. Neural mechanisms of self-esteem and anxiety: Evidence 

from resting-state functional connectivity. Human Brain Mapping, 42(2), 2021, pp. 593–604. 
20 J.F. Sowislo, U. Orth. Does low self-esteem predict depression and anxiety? A meta-

analysis of longitudinal studies. Psychological Bulletin, 139(1), 2013, p. 213. 
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but also essential for understanding how neural changes translate into 
lasting psychological transformations. 

This study aims to highlight the importance of individualising 
treatment based on the neurobiological characteristics of each patient. 
Tailoring neurofeedback interventions to the specific needs and responses 
of individuals may significantly enhance their effectiveness in treating 
generalized anxiety. 

 
2. Research Methodology 
Objectives: 

• To evaluate the effectiveness of neurofeedback in alleviating 
anxiety symptoms. 

• To analyse the influence of neurofeedback interventions on self-
perception and personal worth. 

• To investigate the interdependence between anxiety reduction and 
improvements in self-esteem, exploring the cumulative effects of 
neurofeedback treatment. 

 
Hypotheses: 
1. There are statistically significant differences in anxiety levels, such 

that anxiety is higher before the neurofeedback sessions compared to the 
levels recorded after the sessions. 

2. The neurofeedback intervention produces a significant change in 
self-esteem, with scores being lower before the protocol than after. 

3. There is a significant correlation between post-intervention anxiety 
levels and self-esteem levels following neurofeedback sessions. 

 
Participants: 

• The research sample consists of 64 individuals, both women and 
men, aged between 18 and 55 years, representing a diverse range of socio-
economic and educational backgrounds. Participants were selected based 
on a diagnosis of generalized anxiety disorder. 

 
Instruments: 

• NeurOptimal, developed by Zengar Institute, is a modern 
neurofeedback system based on the principle of neural self-regulation, 
functioning without imposing a predetermined activity pattern on the brain. 
This approach differentiates it from classical neurofeedback protocols, which 
focus on training specific EEG frequencies or achieving standardised 
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targets 21 . The system monitors real-time brain activity dynamics and 
provides brief auditory or visual interruptions when it detects significant 
variations, facilitating the spontaneous adjustment of neural processing. 
Sessions are passive and non-invasive, with the user exposed to audio-video 
content while the software operates in the background, supporting the 
brain’s functional flexibility and adaptability22. 

• GAD-7 (Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7) is a brief and effective 
instrument for assessing generalized anxiety symptoms. It captures the 
frequency of manifestations associated with generalized anxiety over the 
past two weeks, including excessive worry, psychological tension, 
irritability, and difficulties relaxing, and is appreciated for its clarity and 
ease of understanding23. Recent sources highlight that GAD-7 is sensitive 
to changes in emotional state and is frequently used in longitudinal and 
interventional studies to monitor the effectiveness of psychological or 
neurophysiological treatments, including those delivered through digital 
or telepsychology formats 24 . The GAD-7 effectively captures both the 
cognitive component of anxiety (persistent worry) and the physiological 
component (agitation, tension), making it a comprehensive and well-
adapted instrument for evaluating generalized anxiety symptoms25. 

• The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES), developed by Morris 
Rosenberg, is one of the most widely used psychological instruments for 
assessing global self-esteem and is valued for its simplicity and conceptual 
clarity. The scale includes 10 items that explore general personal worth 
and an individual’s attitudes toward themselves, using a Likert-type 
response scale that captures both positive and negative aspects of self-

 
21 T.F. Collura, Technical foundations of neurofeedback: Building brains from the bottom 

up. New York: Routledge, 2016. 
22 Zengar Institute, NeurOptimal® neurofeedback: Technical overview (White paper). 

Ottawa: Zengar Institute Inc., 2020. 
23 L.A. Rutter, T.A. Brown, Psychometric properties of the Generalized Anxiety Disorder 

Scale-7 (GAD-7) in outpatients with anxiety and mood disorders. Journal of Psychopathology 
and Behavioral Assessment, 39(1), 2017, pp. 140–146. 

24 H. A. Parkerson, M. A. Thibodeau, C.P. Brandt, M. J. Zvolensky, G.J. Asmundson. 
Cultural-based biases of the GAD-7: Identification and implications for use. Journal of 
Anxiety Disorders, 31, 2015, pp. 38–42. 

25 A. Hinz, A.M. Klein, E. Brähler, H. Glaesmer, T. Luck, S. G. Riedel-Heller, K. 
Wirkner, A. Hilbert. Psychometric properties of the GAD-7 in the general German population. 
Journal of Affective Disorders, 218, 2017, pp. 332–338. 
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evaluation 26 . Recent studies confirm its factorial stability and cross-
cultural validity, allowing its use across diverse contexts, including 
research, education, and applied psychology27. Due to its accessibility and 
strong psychometric properties, RSES is considered a standard instrument 
for evaluating global self-esteem. 

 
Results and Discussion 
1. There are statistically significant differences in anxiety levels, such 

that anxiety is higher before the neurofeedback sessions compared to the 
levels recorded after the sessions. 

 
Table 1 – Anxiety levels before and after the neurofeedback sessions 

Related-Samples Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test Summary 
Total N 67 

Test Statistic .000 

Standard Error 90.918 

Standardized Test Statistic -6.203 

Asymptotic Sig.(2-sided test) .000 

 
The results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicate a statistically 

significant difference between the two assessments analysed. For a total of 
67 participants, the test statistic value is 0.000, and the standardised score 
(Z = –6.203) shows a strong change between the pre-test and post-test 
measurements. The associated statistical significance (p < .001) confirms 
that the observed difference is not due to chance but reflects a genuine 
effect of the intervention on the measured variable. 
 

 
26 M. Rosenberg. Society and the adolescent self-image. Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1965. 
27 M.B. Donnellan, K.H. Trzesniewski, R.W. Robins. Measures of self-esteem. In Boyle, 

Saklofske & Matthews (eds.), Measures of Personality and Social Psychological Constructs, 
London: Academic Press, 2015, pp. 131–157. 



VOLUME XVI, NO.4/DECEMBER 2025 94 

 
Figure 1. Anxiety before and after neurofeedback 

 
The two charts illustrate the distribution of self-esteem levels before 

and after the neurofeedback intervention, for a total of 67 participants. In 
the left chart, which refers to self-esteem prior to the intervention, 
participants fall into two main categories: low self-esteem and medium 
self-esteem. The number of individuals with low self-esteem is slightly 
above 30, while the medium self-esteem category shows a slightly higher 
frequency, close to 35 participants. This indicates that before the 
intervention, most participants exhibited low or only moderate levels of 
self-esteem, with no presence of a high level of self-esteem. 

The right chart, which displays self-esteem after the intervention, 
shows a visible change in score distribution. The 10–19 category (very low 
self-esteem) includes only a few participants, making it nearly negligible. 
The 20–29 category (medium self-esteem) includes approximately 20 
individuals, while the majority of the sample—over 40 participants—fall 
within the 30–40 range, indicating a high level of self-esteem. This clear 
redistribution of scores highlights a consistent improvement in self-esteem 
following the neurofeedback program, with most participants shifting 
toward higher levels of positive self-evaluation. 
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2. The neurofeedback intervention produces a significant change in 
self-esteem, such that scores are lower before the protocol than after. 

 
Table 2. Self-esteem levels before and after the neurofeedback sessions 

Related-Samples Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test Summary 

Total N 67 

Test Statistic 1505.000 

Standard Error 115.041 

Standardized Test Statistic 6.389 

Asymptotic Sig.(2-sided test) .000 

 
The results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicate a statistically 

significant difference between the two measurements analysed. For a total 
of 67 participants, the test statistic value is 1505.000, and the standardised 
score (Z = 6.389) shows a pronounced change between the initial and final 
assessment. The associated p-value (p < .001) confirms that the observed 
difference is not due to chance but reflects a real and consistent effect of 
the intervention on the measured variable. These findings support the 
conclusion that the changes identified are robust and statistically 
significant. 

 

 
Figure 2. Self-esteem before and after neurofeedback 

 
The two charts illustrate the distribution of self-esteem levels before 

and after the intervention for the 67 participants. In the left chart, 
representing self-esteem before the intervention, only two categories are 
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present: low and medium. Approximately 30 participants fall into the low 
self-esteem category, while a slightly higher number—just over 30—
present a medium level of self-esteem. This distribution shows that before 
the intervention, none of the participants exhibited high levels of self-
esteem, and the majority of the group experienced difficulty in 
maintaining a positive self-evaluation. 

The right chart highlights the distribution of self-esteem after the 
intervention, structured across three intervals: 10–19, 20–29, and 30–40. A 
substantial change is evident: the 10–19 category, associated with very low 
self-esteem, includes only a few participants. Approximately 20 
individuals fall within the 20–29 range, corresponding to a medium level 
of self-esteem. The majority of the sample—over 40 participants—are 
found in the 30–40 interval, indicating a high level of self-esteem. This 
marked redistribution demonstrates a clear increase in self-esteem 
following the neurofeedback intervention, with participants shifting 
predominantly toward higher levels of positive self-evaluation. 

 
3. There is a significant correlation between anxiety levels and self-

esteem levels after the neurofeedback sessions. 
 

Table 3. Correlation between anxiety and self-esteem after the neurofeedback 
sessions 

Correlations 

 stimadesine_dupa anxietate_dupa 

Spearman's 
rho 

stimadesine_dupa Correlation 
Coefficient 

1.000 .406** 

Sig. (2-tailed) . .001 

N 67 67 

anxietate_dupa Correlation 
Coefficient 

.406** 1.000 

Sig. (2-tailed) .001 . 

N 67 67 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
The correlation table highlights the relationship between self-esteem 

and anxiety levels after the intervention. The Spearman analysis shows a 
positive, statistically significant correlation between the two variables (ρ = 
.406, p = .001) in a sample of 67 participants. This indicates that as self-
esteem increases, anxiety levels also tend to increase to some degree, with 
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the relationship being moderate in strength. The statistical significance (p 
< .01) confirms that this association is robust and not due to chance. 

 
Conclusions 
The results of this study clearly demonstrate the effectiveness of 

neurofeedback in reducing anxiety and increasing self-esteem among 
participants. Statistical analyses revealed significant changes between pre- 
and post-intervention assessments for both key variables. In terms of 
anxiety, the Wilcoxon test indicated a strong and statistically significant 
decrease in symptom levels, suggesting that regular neurofeedback 
sessions can support emotional regulation and reduce the physiological 
hyperactivation associated with anxiety. This finding aligns with 
contemporary literature that highlights the role of neurofeedback in 
optimising neural networks involved in stress and self-regulation. 

Regarding self-esteem, the data show both quantitative and 
qualitative changes in score distribution. Prior to the intervention, 
participants predominantly exhibited low or moderate self-esteem levels, 
whereas post-intervention most shifted into the high self-esteem category, 
with very low scores becoming rare. The Wilcoxon test confirmed that this 
transformation is statistically significant, suggesting that neurofeedback 
not only reduces symptoms but may also support deeper psychological 
processes such as self-evaluation, perceived self-worth, and emotional 
self-regulation. 

Another important conclusion of the study is the existence of a 
significant correlation between anxiety and self-esteem measured after the 
intervention. The result obtained (ρ = .406, p = .001) indicates a moderate 
yet robust relationship between the two variables, supporting the 
theoretical assumption that emotional self-regulation and self-evaluative 
processes are interconnected. Participants who showed the greatest 
increases in self-esteem were generally those who also demonstrated the 
largest reductions in anxiety, suggesting a potential synergistic effect 
between these dimensions. This has considerable value in modern 
psychological interventions, where understanding the relationships 
between emotional and cognitive variables is essential for developing 
integrated therapeutic programs. 

From a clinical perspective, the results indicate that neurofeedback 
may represent an effective and non-invasive alternative to conventional 
interventions for anxiety. Owing to its self-regulatory nature, 
neurofeedback allows the brain to adjust its activity automatically without 
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requiring cognitive effort or specific techniques from the client. Thus, this 
method may be particularly useful in cases where individuals struggle to 
apply cognitive strategies or do not respond adequately to traditional 
psychotherapy or medication. Moreover, the significant increase in self-
esteem observed soon after the intervention suggests additional 
psychological benefits, with potential positive effects on social adjustment, 
motivation, and daily performance. 

The contribution of this study to the field is noteworthy. First, the 
research expands the empirical evidence supporting the effectiveness of 
neurofeedback among non-clinical or subclinical populations, confirming 
that this technology yields consistent effects even outside strictly clinical 
contexts. Second, the study provides additional evidence on the 
relationship between anxiety and self-esteem, integrating these findings 
within a modern neuropsychological framework. Furthermore, the 
methodology employed—which includes both robust statistical analyses 
and qualitative interpretations of score distributions—may serve as a 
model for future research. Lastly, the study underscores the importance of 
exploring neurotechnology-based interventions and opens new avenues 
for developing personalised therapeutic programs tailored to each 
individual’s neurocognitive profile. 
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Abstract: Bullying remains a persistent challenge in educational environments, 
affecting approximately one in five students nationwide. While recent data indicates a 
declining trend from the previous decade, the phenomenon continues to have profound 
implications for student wellbeing, academic achievement, and long-term developmental 
outcomes. This article synthesizes current research findings, statistical trends, and 
evidence-based intervention strategies to provide education professionals with a 
comprehensive understanding of contemporary bullying dynamics and effective 
prevention approaches. 
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Pioneering Research and Foundational Theories 
The scientific study of bullying has evolved through the contributions 

of several key researchers who have established theoretical frameworks 
that guide contemporary understanding and intervention approaches. 

Dan Olweus and the Aggression Research Program: Often considered the 
father of bullying research, Dan Olweus at the University of Bergen 
conducted the first systematic studies of bullying in the 1970s and 1980s. 
His work established the fundamental definition of bullying as aggressive 
behavior characterized by intentionality, repetition, and power imbalance. 
Olweus's longitudinal studies 1  demonstrated the serious long-term 
consequences of bullying involvement and developed the first 
comprehensive school-based intervention program, which became the 
template for many subsequent prevention efforts. 

Dorothy Espelage and Susan Swearer - Social-Ecological Framework: 
Espelage and Swearer have been instrumental in advancing a social-
ecological perspective on bullying, emphasizing that bullying behaviors 

 
 Lecturer PhD. at the Faculty of Educational Sciences, “Dimitrie Cantemir” 

Christian University, Bucharest.  
1 D. Olweus, The Olweus Bully and Victim Questionnaire. Center City, London: 

Hazeldum Publishing. (2007). 
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emerge from complex interactions between individual, peer, family, 
school, and community factors. Their research has highlighted the 
importance of understanding bullying within broader social contexts 2 
rather than viewing it solely as an individual problem. This framework 
has significantly influenced contemporary prevention approaches that 
address multiple ecological levels simultaneously. 

Peter K. Smith - International Perspective and Cyberbullying Research: Peter 
K. Smith has led extensive research on bullying and violence in schools, 
including serving as Chair of the European Cooperation in Science and 
Technology Cyberbullying Action from 2008-2012. His work synthesized 
two decades of research and established bullying as aggressive behavior 
characterized by repetition and power imbalance3. Smith's contributions 
include cross-cultural studies and pioneering research on cyberbullying that 
has informed international prevention efforts4.  

Debra Pepler - Naturalistic Observation and Peer Dynamics: Debra 
Pepler's research utilizing naturalistic observation has provided crucial 
insights into the real-time dynamics of bullying incidents, particularly 
regarding peer interventions and relationship contexts. Her work has 
demonstrated that bullying arises from power dynamics in relationships 
and involves repeated interactions that consolidate power differentials 
and affect students' sense of belonging5. 

 

Core Theoretical Frameworks 
1. Social Dominance Theory: Recent research applying social dominance 

theory (Pellegrini, A. D. & Long, J. D., 2002) shows that by age 5, children 
form rigid social hierarchies with some children consistently subordinated 
and later bullied. This theory explains bullying as a mechanism for 
establishing and maintaining social hierarchies within peer groups, with 
dominant individuals using aggression to maintain their status while 
subordinating others6. 

 
2 www.journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0013189x09357622 
3  American Psychological Association. Resolution on bullying among children and 

adolescents. APA Publications. (2023). 
4 P. K. Smith. Understanding School Bullying: Its Nature & Prevention Strategies. Sage 

DOI: 10.4135/9781473906853. (2014). 
5  D. J. Pepler & W.M. Craig, Making a difference in bullying. Journal of School 

Violence, 1(2), 87-106. (2000). 
6  A.D. Pellegrini & J.D. Long, A longitudinal study of bullying, dominance, and 

victimization during the transition from primary school through secondary school. British 
Journal of developmental psychology, 20(2), 259–280.  
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2. Social Learning Theory: This framework, developed by Albert 
Bandura, explains bullying behaviour through observational learning, 
imitation, and reinforcement processes 7 . Students learn aggressive 
behaviours by observing others and are more likely to engage in bullying 
when such behaviours are reinforced by peer approval or adult inaction. 

3. Social Control Theory: These theories suggest that weak or broken 
bonds with society reinforce adolescents' motivations to engage in 
delinquent behaviour, including violence, while strong social bonds with 
conventional society can protect adolescents from engaging in harmful 
behaviours. This framework emphasizes the importance of school 
connectedness and positive relationships8 in preventing bullying. 

4. Ecological Systems Theory: Bronfenbrenner's ecological model has 
been widely applied to bullying research, emphasizing how individual 
characteristics interact with immediate environments 9  (microsystem), 
relationships between environments (mesosystem), and broader cultural 
contexts (macrosystem) to influence bullying behaviours. 

5. Attachment Theory: This framework examines how early attachment 
relationships influence children's social development and capacity for 
empathy. Students with secure attachments typically demonstrate better 
social skills and lower rates of bullying10 involvement, while those with 
insecure attachments may be more vulnerable to both perpetration and 
victimization. 

 
Contemporary Research Developments 
Longitudinal Studies: Recent longitudinal research has provided 

crucial insights into the developmental trajectories of bullying 
involvement, revealing that early intervention is critical as patterns 
established in elementary school often persist through adolescence. 

Neuroscientific Approaches: Emerging research 11  utilizing 
neuroimaging and psychophysiological measures is revealing the 
biological correlates of bullying involvement, including differences in 

 
https://doi.org/10.1348/026151002166442. (2002). 
7 A. Bandura, Social learning theory. Prentice Hall. (1977). 
8 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8967130/ 
9  U. Bronfenbrenner, The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and 

design. Harvard University Press Espelage. (1979). 
10 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6392021/ 
11 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11982999/ 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11982999
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stress response systems and brain activation patterns associated with 
empathy and moral reasoning. 

Cultural and Cross-National Studies: Comparative research across 
different cultural contexts has revealed both universal aspects of bullying 
and culture-specific factors that influence prevalence rates, intervention 
effectiveness, and social responses12 to aggressive behaviours. 

 
Current Statistical Landscape - Prevalence and Trends 
The most recent national data reveals encouraging trends in bullying 

prevalence. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 
approximately 19.2% of students ages 12-18 reported being bullied during 
the 2021-2022 school year, representing a significant decline from 28% in 
2010-2011. This downward trajectory suggests that sustained prevention 
efforts may be yielding measurable results across American schools. 

However, the landscape has evolved considerably with technological 
advancement. Among students who experienced bullying in 2021-2022, 
22% reported that the bullying occurred online or through text messaging, 
highlighting the growing significance of cyberbullying in contemporary 
educational contexts. Research indicates that 36% of middle and high 
school students have experienced some form of bullying during their 
academic careers, with cyberbullying adding complexity to traditional 
intervention approaches13. 

Understanding where bullying occurs within educational settings is 
crucial for targeted prevention efforts. Current data reveals significant 
variations in bullying locations within schools: 

Classroom Environment: Among students who reported being bullied 
during school in 2021-2022, 39% experienced bullying inside the 
classroom, making it the most frequently reported location for bullying 
incidents14. This statistic underscores the critical importance of classroom 
management strategies and teacher awareness in bullying prevention. 

Hallways and Transition Areas: Close behind classroom incidents, 37-
39% of bullied students reported experiencing harassment in hallways or 
stairwells. Historical data indicates that more than 47% of bullying victims 

 
12  H. Gaffney, M.M., Ttofi, & D.P. Farrington, Evaluating the effectiveness of 

school‐bullying prevention programs: An updated meta‐analytical review. Aggression and 
Violent Behavior, 45, 111-133. (2019). 

13 www.stopbullying.gov/resources 
14 www.stopbullying.gov/resources 
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have reported incidents in these areas, which typically have limited adult 
supervision during transition periods. 

School Grounds: About 20% of bullying incidents occur outside on 
school grounds, including playgrounds, athletic fields, and other outdoor 
areas where students congregate15. 

The prominence of classroom bullying (39% of incidents) challenges 
traditional assumptions that bullying primarily occurs in unsupervised 
areas. This finding emphasizes the need for comprehensive teacher 
training on recognizing and addressing bullying behaviours within 
instructional settings16. 

Bullying frequency varies significantly across different timeframes 
and contexts. Among affected students, 32% report experiencing bullying 
for only one day, while 29% experience it for three to ten days17. This 
variability underscores the importance of understanding bullying as both 
acute incidents and chronic patterns that require differentiated 
intervention strategies. 

Student reporting behaviours correlate strongly with bullying 
frequency. Among students who experienced bullying on more than 10 
days during the school year, 60% notified an adult at school, compared 
with only 35% of those who experienced it on one day. Overall, fewer than 
half (46%) of middle and high school students who were bullied notified a 
teacher or adult about the incidents18. 

Middle schools report particularly high rates of bullying incidents, 
with 28% of middle schools reporting bullying occurring on campus at 
least once per week in 2021-2022. This frequency rate highlights the 
unique developmental and social challenges present during early 
adolescence. 

According to the American Psychological Association, between 40% to 
80% of school-age children experience some form of bullying at some 
point during their educational careers, indicating that bullying touches the 
vast majority of students either directly or indirectly19. 

 
15  www.nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/a10/bullying-electronic. COE - 

Student Bullying 
16 www.stopbullying.gov/resources 
17 www.research.com/education/teenage-cyberbullying-statistics  
18  S.M. Swearer, Research on school bullying and victimization: What have we 

learned and where do we go from here? School Psychology Review, 32(3), 365-383. (2003). 
19  American Psychological Association. Resolution on bullying among children and 

adolescents. APA Publications, (2023). 

http://www.nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/a10/bullying-electronic
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/a10/bullying-electronic-bullying
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/a10/bullying-electronic-bullying
http://ww.research.com/education/teenage-cyberbullying-statistics
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Geographic variations also exist, with some states reporting notable 
improvements. For instance, Indiana schools documented a 13% decrease 
in bullying incidents20 during the 2024-2025 school year, following three 
consecutive years of increases, demonstrating that targeted state-level 
initiatives can produce measurable outcomes. 

The finding that 39% of bullying incidents occur within classrooms 
fundamentally challenges traditional prevention approaches that focus 
primarily on unsupervised areas. This statistic reveals that bullying is not 
merely a playground or hallway problem but a classroom management 
and instructional issue requiring direct teacher intervention21. 

The high rate of classroom bullying incidents suggests that many 
teachers may not recognize subtle forms of bullying behaviour occurring 
during instruction. Research indicates that verbal harassment, social 
exclusion, and covert aggression can occur even during active teaching 
periods, requiring enhanced educator training in behavioural 
recognition22. 

Classroom bullying often manifests through academic-related 
harassment, including mocking of student responses, exclusion from 
group work, or sabotage of academic materials. These behaviours directly 
impact learning outcomes and require integration of social-emotional 
learning with academic instruction23. 

Despite the presence of teachers, classroom bullying persists, 
indicating that adult supervision alone is insufficient. Effective prevention 
requires active monitoring, clear behavioural expectations, and immediate 
response protocols24 for harassment incidents. 

 
Research-Based Understanding of Bullying Dynamics 
Power Imbalance and Relationship Context: Research by Smith, 

Pepler, and colleagues25  demonstrates that bullying arises from power 

 
20 Indiana Department of Education. Annual bullying incident report: 2024-2025 school 

year, (2025). 
21 www.stopbullying.gov/resources 
22  H. Gaffney, M.M. Ttofi & D.P. Farrington, Evaluating the effectiveness of 

school‐bullying prevention programs: An updated meta‐analytical review. Aggression and 
Violent Behavior, 45, 111-133. (2019). 

23 www. pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8967130 
24 www.stopbullying.gov/resources 
25 P. K. Smith; H. Cowie; R. Olafsson, A.P. Liefooghe, Definitions of bullying: A 

comparison of terms used, and age and gender differences, in a Fourteen – Country international 
comparison in Child development, 73(4). (2002). 

http://www.stopbullying.g/
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dynamics in relationships, typically with repeated interactions that 
consolidate the power differential and shape one's sense of belonging. 
This understanding has shifted intervention focus from isolated incidents 
to relationship patterns and social dynamics. 

 
International Context - European Perspective  
The bullying challenge extends globally with significant variations 

across different educational systems. Romania presents a particularly 
concerning case within the European context, with the World Vision 
Romania Foundation (2021) reporting 26  that approximately 46% of 
students experienced bullying victimization, while 82% witnessed such 
behaviors in their schools. These statistics place Romania among the 
highest-risk nations for school bullying in Europe, ranking third-highest in 
the European Union for bullying prevalence. 

Bullying affects approximately one in five students worldwide. 
Although U.S. data show a declining trend, the problem remains severe in 
many contexts, including Romania. 

OECD Comparative Data: International comparative research 
highlights substantial cross-national variations in bullying rates. 
According to 2018 OECD data27, 12% of 15-year-olds in Romania declared 
they were very frequently victims of bullying, significantly above the 
OECD average of 8%. Additionally, 47% of Romanian children and young 
people reported experiencing cyberbullying victimization, indicating that 
digital harassment represents an even more severe challenge in some 
European contexts than in the United States. 

 
Comparative Statistics: United States vs. Romania 

Dimension United States (2021–2022) Romania (2021–2025) 

Overall 
prevalence 

• 19.2% of students ages 
12–18 reported being 
bullied 

• 78.3% of adolescents involved in 
at least one form of bullying; only 
21.7% not involved 

Trend 
• Decline from 28% 
(2010–2011) to 19.2% 

• Decline observed 2006–2014, but 
prevalence remains high (esp. 
cyberbullying, witnesses) 

 
26 World Vision Romania Foundation. National study on bullying in Romanian schools. 

World Vision Romania. (2021). 
27  OECD. PISA 2018 Results: Students' and Schools' Socio-economic Profile. OECD 

Publishing. (2018). 



VOLUME XVI, NO.4/DECEMBER 2025 108 

Dimension United States (2021–2022) Romania (2021–2025) 

Primary 
locations 

• Classroom (39%), 
hallways (37–39%), 
cafeteria (26%), outdoors 
(20%) 

• Similar patterns; high rates in 
classrooms and social settings 

Cyberbullying 
• 22% of bullied students 
reported online 
harassment 

• 33% victims; 20% perpetrators 

Witnessing 
bullying 

• Not systematically 
tracked 

• 82% of students report witnessing 
bullying; nearly half exposed to 
daily threats/humiliation 

Peak 
age/gender 

• Middle school most 
affected 

• Age 13 peak: 16% boys, 14% girls 
bullied; 13–16% admit to bullying 
others 

Reporting to 
adults 

• 46% of bullied students 
notify an adult 

• Reporting rates lower; strong 
bystander presence but weak formal 
reporting structures 

Sources: World Vision Romania Foundation. National study on bullying 
in Romanian schools. (2021). 

 
Evidence indicates that comprehensive, multi-tiered, and culturally 

responsive interventions can reduce bullying and improve school climate. 
Protecting student wellbeing represents both a moral imperative and an 
educational necessity. 

The Romanian educational context illustrates how bullying can reach 
crisis proportions in certain systems. Longitudinal research tracking 
bullying involvement among Romanian school-aged children from 2006 to 
2014 revealed persistent high-level patterns, with incidents of school 
violence rising by nearly a third in recent years. This trajectory contrasts 
sharply with the declining trends observed in some other countries, 
highlighting the importance of sustained, culturally appropriate 
intervention efforts. 

Geographic variations also exist, with some states reporting notable 
improvements. For instance, Indiana schools documented a 13% decrease 
in bullying incidents during the 2024-2025 school year, following three 
consecutive years of increases, demonstrating that targeted state-level 
initiatives can produce measurable outcomes. 
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Contemporary research 28  has established robust evidence linking 
bullying victimization to serious mental health consequences. Systematic 
reviews and meta-analyses demonstrate convincing causal relationships 
between bullying experiences and adverse outcomes including anxiety, 
depression, poor general mental health, non-suicidal self-injury, suicidal 
ideation, and suicide attempts. 

The psychological impact extends beyond immediate victims. 
Students who both perpetrate and experience bullying suffer the most 
severe consequences, experiencing elevated risks for both mental health 
problems and behavioural difficulties. This dual victim-perpetrator profile 
represents a particularly vulnerable population requiring intensive 
intervention. 

Beyond immediate psychological effects, bullying significantly 
impacts academic performance and long-term life trajectories. Youth who 
engage in bullying behaviours demonstrate increased risk for substance 
misuse, academic problems, and continued involvement in violence 
during adolescence and adulthood29. These findings emphasize the critical 
importance of early intervention not only for victim welfare but also for 
broader community safety and perpetrator rehabilitation. 

The academic environment itself suffers when bullying is prevalent, 
with affected schools experiencing reduced overall learning climates, 
decreased student engagement, and compromised teacher effectiveness in 
creating supportive educational environments. 

 
Case Studies: Successful Bullying Prevention Programs 
Case Study 1: The KiVa Antibullying Program - Finland 
Background and Implementation: The KiVa (Kiusaamista Vastaan - 

Against Bullying) program represents one of the most extensively 
researched and successful bullying prevention initiatives globally 30 . 
Developed at the University of Turku, Finland, KiVa was implemented 

 
28  G.W. Giumetti & R.M. Kowalski, Cyberbullying matters: Examining the 

incremental impact of cyberbullying on outcomes over and above traditional bullying in 
both online and offline settings. Psychology of Popular Media, 11(4), 467-484. (2022). 

29  S.E. Moore, R.E. Norman, S. Suetani, H.J. Thomas, P.D. Sly & J.G. Scott, 
Consequences of bullying victimization in childhood and adolescence: A systematic 
review and meta-analysis. World Journal of Psychiatry, 7(1), 60-76. (2017). 

30 A. Kärnä, M. Voeten, T. D. Little, E. Poskiparta, A. Kaljonen & C. Salmivalli, A 
large‐scale evaluation of the KiVa antibullying program: Grades 4–6. Child Development, 82(1), 
311-330. (2011). 



VOLUME XVI, NO.4/DECEMBER 2025 110 

through a large-scale randomized controlled trial involving 234 Finnish 
schools and later expanded to nearly 1,000 schools during national rollout. 

Program Components: KiVa employs a comprehensive approach 
combining universal prevention for all students with targeted 
interventions for specific bullying cases. The program includes classroom 
lessons, online games, teacher training, and specific protocols for 
addressing identified bullying incidents. Measured Outcomes: The results 
demonstrated remarkable effectiveness across multiple domains: 

▪ After 9 months of intervention, control school students were 1.32-
1.94 times as likely to be bullied as students in intervention schools 

▪ The program showed positive effects on verbal, relational, physical, 
and cyberbullying forms 

▪ Self-reported bullying and victimization decreased significantly in 
KiVa schools compared to control schools 

▪ Additional benefits included improved school liking, academic 
motivation, and reduced anxiety and depression among participants 

 
In addressing individual bullying cases, KiVa's targeted intervention 

approach achieved a 78.2% success rate, with victims reporting that 
bullying had stopped within approximately two weeks of intervention 
implementation. The program's effectiveness has been validated beyond 
Finland. A large-scale replication study in the Netherlands, despite 
national debates about victimization and additional efforts in control 
schools, found that KiVa schools achieved significantly larger reductions 
in bullying and victimization compared to control schools, with effect 
sizes comparable to other successful antibullying programs. 

 
Case Study 2: Zero Violence Brave Club - Spain 
The Zero Violence Brave Club was implemented in a Spanish primary 

school during the 2015-2016 academic year, specifically targeting second-
year primary education students. The program was designed to prevent 
and address bullying through peer support and bystander intervention 
training31. 

The program successfully addressed a longstanding bullying case 
involving several girls who had been targeting another female classmate 

 
31 C. M. García-Fernández, E. M. Romera-Félix & R. Ortega-Ruiz, Zero Violence Brave 

Club: Evaluation of a peer helping program to prevent bullying. Psicología Educativa, 
22(2), 91-99. (2016). 
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for two years. The systematic implementation of the Brave Club made this 
previously hidden bullying situation visible to school staff and provided 
structured pathways for intervention. 

Students participated in structured activities designed to build 
empathy, develop conflict resolution skills, and create positive peer 
support networks. The program emphasized bystander responsibility and 
provided students with concrete strategies for intervening safely in 
bullying situations. 

The intervention successfully resolved the identified bullying case and 
created a more positive classroom climate. The program demonstrated 
that peer-focused interventions could effectively address both overt and 
covert forms of bullying, particularly relational aggression that often goes 
undetected by adults. 

 
Case Study 3: Cyberprogram 2.0 - Cyberbullying Intervention 
Cyberprogram 2.0 represents a comprehensive 19-session intervention 

program addressing both traditional school bullying and cyberbullying32. 
The program was developed to address the growing intersection between 
in-person and digital harassment experiences among students. The 
intervention outlined four main goals: conceptualizing bullying and 
cyberbullying, developing digital citizenship skills, building empathy and 
social skills, and creating supportive peer networks.  

Sessions were delivered through a combination of classroom instruction, 
interactive activities, and technology-based learning modules. The program 
specifically addressed the needs of students who experience both traditional 
and cyber forms of bullying, recognizing that these experiences often overlap 
and compound negative effects on student wellbeing. 

Evaluation data indicated significant reductions in both perpetration 
and victimization across traditional and digital platforms. Students 
demonstrated improved understanding of appropriate online behaviour, 
increased empathy for peers, and enhanced skills for managing digital 
conflicts constructively. 

 

Case Study 4: Multi-Tiered Prevention Implementation - United States 
A comprehensive case study documented the implementation of a 

multi-tiered bullying prevention system in an American middle school 

 
32 M. Garaigordobil & V. Martínez-Valderrey, Cyberprogram 2.0: Effects on different 

types of school violence and aggressiveness. Frontiers in Psychology, 9, 1-12. (2018). 
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serving a diverse student population. The intervention addressed 
universal prevention, selective intervention for at-risk students, and 
intensive support for students already involved in bullying situations33. 

The school initially struggled with inconsistent teacher implementation 
and limited family engagement. Solutions included enhanced professional 
development, creation of clear implementation protocols, and development 
of culturally responsive family engagement strategies.  

The program successfully addressed a complex case involving a 
student who was both perpetrating bullying behaviours and experiencing 
victimization. The intervention team, including administrators, teachers, 
school mental health professionals, and family members, implemented 
trauma-focused cognitive-behavioural therapy while simultaneously 
addressing the student's social skills deficits and family stressors. 

Over the two-year implementation period, the school documented a 
45% reduction in office discipline referrals related to bullying, improved 
school climate survey results, and increased student reports of feeling safe 
at school. The comprehensive approach demonstrated particular 
effectiveness for students with complex behavioural and emotional needs. 

 
Case Study 5: Policy Implementation Effectiveness Study 
A systematic case study examined the implementation and 

effectiveness of comprehensive anti-bullying policies across multiple 
school districts, focusing on policy design, implementation fidelity, and 
measured outcomes. Effective policies included clear behavioural 
definitions, mandatory reporting procedures, investigation protocols, 
graduated consequences, and support services for both victims and 
perpetrators. The most successful implementations 34  included regular 
policy review and updating processes. 

The study revealed significant variations in policy implementation 
across schools, even within the same district. Schools with strong 
administrative leadership, comprehensive staff training, and systematic 
data collection achieved significantly better outcomes than those with 
passive implementation approaches. 

 
33 National Center for Education Statistics. Student reports of bullying: Results from the 

2021 School Crime Supplement to the National Crime Victimization Survey. U.S. Department 
of Education, (2022). 

34 www.pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11982999 

http://www.pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11982999
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Schools with high-fidelity policy implementation showed consistent 
reductions in reported bullying incidents, improved student perception of 
safety, and enhanced teacher confidence in addressing bullying 
behaviours. The study emphasized that policy presence alone was 
insufficient without systematic implementation and ongoing monitoring. 

 
Evidence-Based Intervention Strategies 
1. Policy-Level Interventions 
Systematic research on anti-bullying policy effectiveness reveals that 

educators generally perceive policy interventions as effective rather than 
ineffective. However, the relationship between policy presence and actual 
bullying reduction remains complex, with implementation quality and 
institutional commitment serving as crucial mediating factors. 

Effective policies share several characteristics: clear definitions of 
bullying behaviours, comprehensive reporting mechanisms, graduated 
response protocols, and integration with broader school climate 
improvement initiatives. Schools that treat anti-bullying policies35 as living 
documents, regularly updated based on emerging research and school-
specific data, demonstrate superior outcomes compared to institutions 
with static policy approaches. 

 
2. Social-Emotional Learning Integration 
Meta-analytic research supports the integration of social-emotional 

learning (SEL) programs as effective bullying prevention strategies. These 
interventions improve prosocial norms, enhance school bonding, and 
develop positive social behaviours while simultaneously reducing 
aggressive conduct, substance use, and internalizing symptoms. 

Successful SEL programs 36  targeting bullying prevention typically 
include components addressing empathy development, conflict resolution 
skills, bystander intervention training, and emotional regulation techniques. 
Programs that combine universal prevention approaches with targeted 
interventions for high-risk students show particularly promising results. 

 
3. Multi-Tiered Prevention Frameworks 
Contemporary best practices emphasize multi-tiered prevention 

frameworks that address bullying through universal, selective, and 

 
35 www.nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/a10/bullying-electronic 
36 www.stopbullying.gov/resources/get-help-now 

http://www.nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/a10/bullying-electronic
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indicated intervention levels. Universal approaches focus on creating 
positive school climates for all students, while selective interventions 
target students at elevated risk for involvement in bullying situations. 
Indicated interventions provide intensive support for students already 
experiencing or perpetrating bullying behaviours. 

This tiered approach allows schools to allocate resources efficiently 
while ensuring that intervention intensity matches student need levels. 
Schools implementing comprehensive multi-tiered frameworks report 
greater success in both bullying reduction and overall school climate 
improvement. 

 
Emerging Challenges and Considerations 
1. Cyberbullying Complexities 
The increasing prevalence of cyberbullying presents unique 

challenges for educational institutions. Unlike traditional bullying, 
cyberbullying can occur outside school hours and physical boundaries, 
complicating institutional response capabilities. However, the 
psychological and academic impacts often manifest within school settings, 
requiring educators to address consequences of off-campus behaviours. 

Effective cyberbullying prevention requires collaboration between 
schools, families, and community organizations. Educational institutions 
must develop clear policies addressing both on-campus technology use and 
consequences for off-campus digital behaviours that affect school climate. 

 

2. Cultural and Linguistic Considerations 
Contemporary student populations reflect increasing cultural and 

linguistic diversity, necessitating culturally responsive anti-bullying 
approaches. Research 37  indicates that bullying experiences and 
intervention effectiveness may vary across different cultural groups, 
requiring prevention programs to incorporate culturally relevant content 
and delivery methods. 

European Case Example: The Romanian educational system exemplifies 
the challenges faced by countries with high bullying prevalence. 
Research38 conducted in Craiova, Romania, involving 673 middle school 

 
37 R.E. Ciucă, Bullying phenomenon in Romanian schools: A systematic review. 

Journal of Educational Sciences, 12(2), 45-62. (2019). 
38 Craiova Research Team. Bullying in middle schools: A comprehensive analysis of 

673 students in Craiova, Romania. Romanian Journal of Educational Psychology, 15(3), 123-
140. (2022). 
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students, demonstrated the complex and multi-faceted nature of bullying 
within specific cultural contexts. The study utilized adapted versions of 
internationally validated instruments (Save the Children Romania and 
Olweus questionnaires) to capture culturally relevant bullying behaviors 
and student experiences. 

Cross-National Implementation Challenges: Countries with elevated 
bullying rates, such as Romania's 46% victimization rate compared to the 
U.S. rate of 19.2%, face distinct implementation challenges. These include 
higher baseline prevalence rates, different cultural attitudes toward 
aggression, varying levels of teacher training, and diverse legislative 
frameworks for addressing school violence. Schools serving diverse 
populations must ensure that anti-bullying initiatives reflect community 
values while maintaining universal principles of respect and safety. This 
balance requires ongoing community engagement and cultural 
competency development among educational staff. 

 
Implementation Recommendations 
1. Assessment and Data Collection 
Effective bullying prevention requires robust data collection systems 

to monitor prevalence, identify risk factors, and evaluate intervention 
effectiveness. Schools should implement regular climate surveys, incident 
tracking systems, and outcome monitoring protocols to support evidence-
based decision making. Data collection efforts should balance 
comprehensive assessment with student privacy protection, ensuring that 
monitoring systems enhance rather than compromise the supportive 
relationships essential for effective prevention. 

 
2. Professional Development 
Successful bullying prevention depends heavily on educator 

knowledge, skills, and confidence in addressing bullying situations. 
Professional development programs should address bullying recognition, 
immediate response protocols, long-term intervention planning, and 
trauma-informed practices. Training programs that combine knowledge 
transmission with skill practice and ongoing support demonstrate 
superior outcomes compared to one-time professional development 
events. Schools should invest in sustained, comprehensive professional 
development that treats bullying prevention as a core educational 
competency. 
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3. Family and Community Engagement 
Research39 consistently demonstrates that bullying prevention efforts 

achieve greater success when they extend beyond school boundaries to 
engage families and community organizations. Effective programs include 
parent education components, community awareness campaigns, and 
collaborative relationships with local service providers. Schools should 
develop systematic approaches to family engagement that recognize 
diverse family structures, communication preferences, and cultural 
backgrounds while maintaining consistent messages about bullying 
prevention and response. 

 
Future Directions 
The evolving nature of bullying, particularly with technological 

advancement and changing social dynamics, requires ongoing research 
and adaptation of prevention strategies. Emerging areas of investigation 
include the role of social media in bullying dynamics, the effectiveness of 
peer-led intervention programs, and the integration of positive behaviour 
support systems with anti-bullying initiatives. 

Educational institutions should remain committed to evidence-based 
practices while maintaining flexibility to adapt approaches based on 
emerging research and local context factors. This balanced approach 
ensures that bullying prevention efforts remain current, effective, and 
responsive to student needs. 

 
Conclusion 
Contemporary bullying research provides cause for both concern and 

optimism. While bullying continues to affect significant numbers of 
students with serious consequences, the declining prevalence trends and 
growing evidence base for effective interventions suggest that sustained, 
comprehensive prevention efforts can produce meaningful improvements 
in school safety and student wellbeing. 

Success in bullying prevention requires commitment to evidence-
based practices, systematic implementation of multi-tiered interventions, 
and ongoing collaboration among educators, families, and communities. 
By maintaining focus on both immediate safety concerns and long-term 
developmental outcomes, educational institutions can create 

 
39 www.oecd.org/en/publications/2017/07/how-much-of-a-problem-is-bullying-at-

school_627d9225.html  
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environments where all students have opportunities to learn, grow, and 
thrive free from the harmful effects of bullying behaviours. 

Educational professionals must remain vigilant, informed, and 
committed to continuous improvement in their bullying prevention efforts, 
recognizing that protecting student wellbeing represents both a moral 
imperative and an educational necessity for optimal learning outcomes. 
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Abstract: Traditional Batak songs function as sophisticated educational systems 

transmitting cultural values across generations through systematic linguistic 
mechanisms. This study examines "Anakku na Burju," a Batak Toba pedagogical song, 
through ethnopedagogical analysis to identify how morphological patterns, metaphorical 
constructions, and kinship terminology encode moral instruction. Qualitative thematic 
analysis of the song text reveals four integrated mechanisms: relational virtue formation, 
embodied spiritual practice, environmental moral anchoring, and intergenerational 
continuity. The reciprocal prefix mar-grammatically embeds collective agency within 
individual moral development, while ecological metaphors, such as the riverbank palm 
tree, provide cognitive scaffolding that connects ecological knowledge to character 
formation. Kinship terminology positions learners within the dalihan na tolu framework, 
teaching that virtue serves communal welfare rather than individual achievement. These 
findings challenge Western educational assumptions emphasizing autonomous moral 
reasoning, demonstrating that Batak pedagogy operates through a relational ontology in 
which personhood is constituted through social embeddedness. The linguistic mechanisms 
identified function as portable cultural resources, maintaining pedagogical effectiveness 
across diaspora contexts and addressing how traditional knowledge systems adapt to 
modernization while preserving cultural distinctiveness.  
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Introduction 
Multicultural societies face a persistent challenge: integrating 

Indigenous knowledge systems with formal education while preserving 
cultural authenticity. This challenge becomes particularly acute as 
Indigenous knowledge remains marginalized in spaces of knowledge 
production, creating barriers to integration within school environments1. 
The goal is not to merge knowledge systems into a single unified view, but 
rather to braid or weave perspectives from different knowledge systems 
while retaining the original identity of each 2 . Where contemporary 
education emphasizes individual moral reasoning and autonomous ethical 
development, many Indigenous communities embed character formation 
within relational networks and cultural contexts—a fundamental difference 
that educational systems often fail to recognize or accommodate. 

Traditional songs offer a window into these alternative pedagogical 
systems. Among Indonesia's 633 ethnic groups, the Batak people have 
developed particularly sophisticated musical traditions that function as 
comprehensive educational curricula 3 . Their songs encode moral, 
spiritual, and social instruction within linguistic and metaphorical 
structures, transmitting cultural values across generations through 
emotionally resonant, memorable forms.  This study examines the Batak 
Toba song “Anakku na Burju” (My Dear Child) to identify the specific 
mechanisms through which musical pedagogy operates. Indigenous real-
world contexts that learners are familiar with provide fertile ground for 
more meaningful and motivating engagement with cultural concepts, as 
local knowledge offers scaffolding effects for thinking processes4. Research 

 
1 C. Dasilva, M. B. Maina, L. B. Mattos, and E. C. Macêdo, “Indigenous Knowledge 

in Schools: A Systematic Literature Review,” Compare: A Journal of Comparative and 
International Education 55, no. 2 (2023): 1–20,   

https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2023.2194109. 
2 E. McKinley, M. Gan, H. Boulton, and R. Bark, “Co-creation: Braiding Indigenous 

and Western Knowledge Systems,” Frontiers in Earth Science 12 (2025): Article 1272209, 
https://doi.org/10.3389/feart.2024.1272209. 

3  Badan Pusat Statistik, “Mengulik Data Suku di Indonesia,” 2016, 
https://www.bps.go.id/KegiatanLain/view/id/127. 

4  R. Zidny, J. Sjöström, and I. Eilks, “Teaching Chemistry and Other Natural 
Sciences from Indigenous Knowledge Perspectives: Exploring Contextual and Topical 
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demonstrates that integrating Indigenous knowledge into education 
fosters empathy, encourages multicultural awareness, and leads to 
improved educational outcomes among students from diverse 
backgrounds 5 . This suggests that effective moral development may 
require social embedding rather than individual isolation. 

This research addresses critical challenges in multicultural education, 
where Indigenous knowledge systems face marginalization amid 
globalization. As younger generations in Indonesia increasingly gravitate 
toward foreign popular culture, traditional songs represent endangered 
repositories of cultural wisdom6 Through co-creation and collaborative 
efforts, educators and communities can address knowledge gaps while 
fostering mutual respect, understanding, and a more holistic approach to 
cultural inquiry. These musical traditions have historically functioned as 
informal educational tools, transmitting moral frameworks and cultural 
identity through emotionally resonant, memorable forms78.  

Ethnopedagogy emerged to theorize how these communities 
systematically transmit values through cultural forms. Developed by 
Alwasilah910 from Burger’s11 foundational work on cultural sensitivity in 
education, ethnopedagogy recognizes culture as curriculum itself, 

 
Choices to Address the Issue,” Research in Science Education 54 (2024): 1047–1068, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11165-024-10173-0. 

5 O. P. Akinnubi, O. D. Olutimehin, A. O. Ajayi, and O. A. Alabi, “Integration of 
Indigenous Knowledge in Primary Education for Sustainable Development: A Review,” 
Journal of Gender and Millennium Development Studies 3, no. 1 (2024): 44–57, 
https://doi.org/10.1515/jgmds-2024-0004. 

6 J. Derlicki, “Ethno-pedagogy—the Curse or the Cure? The Role of the School 
among Youth in Nelemnoe (Yakutia),” Sibirica 4, no. 1 (2004): 63–73, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13617360500070731. 

7 L. A. Custodero, P. R. Britto, and J. Brooks-Gunn, “Musical Lives: A Collective 
Portrait of American Parents and Their Young Children,” Journal of Applied Developmental 
Psychology 24, no. 5 (2003): 553–572, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2003.08.005. 

8  S. E. Trehub, A. M. Unyk, S. B. Kamenetsky, D. S. Hill, L. J. Trainor, J. L. 
Henderson, and M. Saraza, “Mothers’ and Fathers’ Singing to Infants,” Developmental 
Psychology 33, no. 3 (1997): 500–507, https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.33.3.500. 

9 A. C. Alwasilah, Etnopedagogi: Landasan Praktik Pendidikan dan Penelitian (Bandung: 
Kiblat Buku Utama, 2009). 

10  A.C. Alwasilah, Ethnopedagogy for Multicultural Indonesia: Voices from the Heart 
(Bandung: Universitas Pendidikan Indonesia, 2011). 

11 H.G. Burger, Ethno-pedagogy: A Manual in Cultural Sensitivity, with Techniques for 
Improving Cross-Cultural Teaching by Fitting Ethnic Patterns (Albuquerque, NM: 
Southwestern Cooperative Educational Laboratory, 1968). 
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positioning local wisdom not as supplementary content but as a legitimate 
foundation for learning. Indonesian communities demonstrate this 
diversity of pedagogical traditions. The Sundanese practice Masagi, 
emphasizing equilibrium across all aspects of life12. The Banjar follow 
Baiman, Bauntung, and Batuah—a trilogy of faithfulness, helpfulness, and 
virtuousness as interrelated moral imperatives13. The Mandar upholds 
integrated standards for excellent speech, noble actions, and virtuous 
behavior14. These practices share a common pattern: they extend beyond 
cognitive learning to encompass moral and social formation within 
cultural contexts that make values intelligible and actionable. 

 
Despite growing ethnopedagogical research on traditional songs across 

various cultural contexts1516, significant gaps remain in understanding how 
these musical forms operate as pedagogical systems. Ethnomusicological 
scholarship has examined pedagogical processes in musical traditions, yet 
the specific linguistic and metaphorical transmission mechanisms within 
traditional songs remain underexplored17. Recent studies on Indonesian 
traditional songs have investigated cultural values and ideological content, 
but systematic analysis of the linguistic architecture through which songs 
achieve their pedagogical effects is limited18. This gap is particularly acute 
regarding how musical pedagogy operates within kinship-based social 

 
12 I. Apandi, “Nilai-nilai Kearifan Lokal dalam Tradisi Masagi Masyarakat Sunda,” 

Jurnal Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan 1, no. 2 (2016): 15–28. 
13 Sarbaini, “Nilai-nilai Kearifan Lokal Banjar dalam Pendidikan Karakter,” Jurnal 

Pendidikan Kewarganegaraan 5, no. 2 (2015): 89–98. 
14 A. Mandegar, “Pendidikan Karakter dalam Perspektif Kearifan Lokal Mandar,” 

Jurnal Ilmu Pendidikan 3, no. 1 (2015): 10–20. 
15 W. C. Ho, “Music Education Curriculum and Social Change: A Study of Popular 

Music in Secondary Schools in Beijing, China,” Music Education Research 16, no. 3 (2014): 
267–289, https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2014.910182. 

16 M. Krušinská, “Music Pedagogy in the Context of Ethnopedagogy: Theoretical 
Background of Music Education in Regional Culture-Oriented Schools in Slovakia,” 
Paedagogia Musica 2, no. 2 (2022): 41–56,  

https://doi.org/10.24132/ZCU.MUSICA.2022.02.41-56. 
17 P. S. Campbell and L. Higgins, “Intersections Between Ethnomusicology, Music 

Education, and Community Music,” in The Oxford Handbook of Applied Ethnomusicology, 
ed. S. Pettan and J. T. Titon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015),  

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199351701.013.21. 
18  K.B. Jama and S. Menggo, “Language and Cultural Values Exploration of 

Traditional Songs in Malakan Ethnic, Eastern Indonesia,” LITE: Jurnal Bahasa, Sastra, 
dan Budaya 20, no. 2 (2024): 105–118, https://doi.org/10.33633/lite.v20i2.10859. 
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structures or what makes certain musical traditions effective at maintaining 
cultural continuity across generations. 

Batak musical traditions exemplify this research gap. The Batak 
people—Indonesia’s third-largest ethnic group comprising seven 
subgroups (Angkola, Mandailing, Toba, Pakpak, Dairi, Karo, and 
Simalungun)—maintain exceptional cultural continuity through 
systematic musical education, yet remain conspicuously absent from 
academic literature. This absence is significant, given that Batak pedagogy 
operates primarily through song, unlike in other Indonesian communities, 
where ethnopedagogical research has focused on material practices such 
as batik production or ceremonial rituals. 

Music serves as the central vehicle for Batak cultural transmission, 
embedding moral instruction within the patrilineal kinship system that 
organizes social life. Clan membership (marga) serves as the fundamental 
marker of identity within the broader dalihan na tolu (three-legged stool) 
framework. This relational structure obligates members to uphold family 
honor, engage in mutual support, and participate in ritual practices that 
sustain communal harmony. Traditional songs transform these abstract 
kinship obligations into performative experiences, making social 
structures tangible, moral concepts memorable, and cultural values 
emotionally resonant. Yet the specific linguistic mechanisms, metaphorical 
systems, and transmission processes through which these songs achieve 
their pedagogical effects remain unanalyzed. Close examination of actual 
pedagogical texts is needed to understand how Batak musical traditions 
sustain cultural continuity. 

This study addresses these questions through ethnopedagogical 
analysis of “Anakku na Burju,” examining how linguistic patterns, 
metaphorical constructions, and thematic elements create systematic 
pedagogical experiences. Using Braun and Clarke's thematic analysis 
framework, we identify recurring patterns in the song's linguistic and 
symbolic content to understand how Batak communities encode character 
instruction within memorable cultural forms19 . The discussion situates 
these findings within broader Indigenous education discourse, engaging 
with debates about knowledge co-creation, pedagogical pluralism, and the 
politics of cultural integration. We examine how Batak musical pedagogy 

 
19 V. Braun and V. Clarke, “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology,” Qualitative 

Research in Psychology 3, no. 2 (2006): 77–101,  
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa. 
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challenges and extends current understandings of Indigenous knowledge 
systems in education. 

 
Literature Review  
Indigenous Knowledge as Educational Systems 
The marginalization of Indigenous knowledge within formal 

education reflects persistent colonial legacies, positioning Western 
epistemologies as superior and universal. National educational policies 
often fail to recognize the epistemological uniqueness of Indigenous 
knowledge, contributing to what minority groups perceive as cognitive 
imperialism20. 

Ethnopedagogy emerged as a critical response to this marginalization. 
Developed by Alwasilah from Burger's (1968) foundational work on 
cultural sensitivity, ethnopedagogy reconceptualized culture from 
supplementary content to curriculum itself—a theoretical shift challenging 
hierarchical assumptions about knowledge validity. Yet Alwasilah's 
framework, while groundbreaking in recognizing local wisdom as a 
legitimate educational foundation, remains largely descriptive. It identifies 
what Indigenous communities do without fully explaining how these 
processes operate at linguistic, cognitive, and social levels. 

Recent scholarship has moved beyond description toward 
understanding mechanisms of Indigenous knowledge transmission. 
Scholars propose reconceptualizing learning through Indigenous 
metaphors—such as “sitting around a collective fire”—that frame 
knowledge production as dialogical and egalitarian rather than hierarchical 
and individualistic 21 . Indigenous pedagogies emphasize relationality, 
where teaching and learning occur within socio-ecological systems 
grounded in reciprocal kin relations with human and more-than-human 
beings 22 . This relational ontology contrasts sharply with Western 
education's emphasis on individual cognitive achievement. 

The concept of knowledge co-creation offers a productive framework 
for integrating Indigenous and Western systems. Rather than merging 
knowledge systems into unified views, the goal is to braid or weave 

 
20 K.L. Derrick, “Indigenous Knowledge Systems in Education: A Systematic Review 

of the Literature,” Educational Review 75, no. 6 (2023): 1145–1165,  
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2021.2006963. 
21 Murrey et al., “Decolonising Knowledge Production,” 380. 
22 N. M. Lees and M. Bang, “Indigenous Pedagogies and the Politics of Care,” Theory 

Into Practice 62, no. 1 (2023): 53–64, https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2022.2155853. 
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perspectives from different systems while retaining the original identity of 
each23. This braiding metaphor acknowledges epistemological pluralism—
the legitimacy of multiple ways of knowing—while avoiding both 
assimilation (Indigenous knowledge absorbed into Western frameworks) 
and segregation (Indigenous knowledge isolated as a cultural artifact). 
Empirical research supports this approach, demonstrating that integrating 
Indigenous knowledge into education fosters empathy, encourages 
multicultural awareness, and leads to improved educational outcomes 
among students from diverse backgrounds24. 

Significant challenges persist. Research on culturally appropriate 
education in Canada reveals complex and sometimes contradictory 
outcomes—Indigenous language instruction and cultural programming 
show both positive and negative associations with educational 
achievement depending on context25. This suggests that mere inclusion of 
Indigenous content is insufficient; the pedagogical approaches through 
which content is taught matter significantly. Scoping reviews of Initial 
Teacher Education programs reveal that while many have incorporated 
Indigenous knowledge into curricula, greater attention to pedagogical 
approaches—not just content—is needed 26 . The gap between policy 
intentions and pedagogical implementation remains substantial. 

These tensions point to a critical need: moving beyond general 
assertions about “cultural transmission” to identify specific mechanisms 
through which Indigenous pedagogies operate. What linguistic structures 
encode cultural knowledge? How do metaphorical systems create 
cognitive scaffolding? Through what social processes does musical 
performance transmit values? Without answering these questions, 
Indigenous knowledge risks remaining tokenized—acknowledged 
symbolically but not understood operationally. 

 

 
23 McKinley et al., “Co-creation,”  
24 Akinnubi et al., “Integration of Indigenous Knowledge in Primary Education, 
25 D. L. Feir, “The Long-run Effects of Forcible Assimilation Policy: The Case of 

Indian Boarding Schools,” Journal of Economic History 84, no. 2 (2024): 372–410, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022050724000068. 

26 H. Harper and T. Basman Gilmore, “Indigenous Knowledge in Initial Teacher 
Education: A Scoping Review,” Teaching and Teacher Education 139 (2024): Article 104441, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2024.104441. 
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Musical Traditions as Pedagogical Technologies 
Ethnomusicological research has established traditional songs as 

sophisticated pedagogical instruments operating across multiple 
dimensions of human experience. Unlike formal educational materials 
emphasizing cognitive transmission, songs integrate knowledge content 
with emotional engagement and social participation, creating powerful 
learning experiences that enhance both retention and personal relevance2728. 
Musical elements—rhythm, melody, and repetition—function as mnemonic 
devices facilitating memorization of complex cultural information, 
transforming abstract concepts into embodied, memorable forms. This 
cognitive efficiency explains why oral cultures worldwide have relied on 
musical traditions for intergenerational knowledge transmission. 

Early ethnomusicological approaches tended to treat musical 
pedagogy as a primarily cognitive phenomenon, focusing on how songs 
aid memory without fully examining their social embeddedness. Cross’s 
influential work on music and cognition identifies structural features that 
make songs effective teaching tools, yet largely treats these mechanisms as 
universal rather than culturally specific.29 This universalizing tendency 
overlooks how musical pedagogy operates differently within particular 
social structures and kinship systems. 

Recent scholarship has begun addressing this limitation. Custodero et 
al. demonstrate that musical learning involves simultaneous cognitive, 
emotional, and social processing, creating multidimensional educational 
experiences that formal instruction often cannot replicate30. The communal 
nature of traditional song performance further enhances pedagogical 
function by fostering shared learning experiences that strengthen social 
bonds and collective identity. Feld’s ethnographic work on Kaluli musical 
practices reveals how sound structures mirror social structures, teaching 
listeners about proper relationships and hierarchies through musical 
performance itself31. 

 
27 I. Cross, “Music, Cognition, Culture, and Evolution,” Annals of the New York 

Academy of Sciences 930, no. 1 (2001): 28–42, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-
6632.2001.tb05723.x. 

28 D. J. Hargreaves, N. A. Marshall, and A. C. North, “Music Education in the 
Twenty-first Century: A Psychological Perspective,” British Journal of Music Education 
20, no. 2 (2003): 147–163, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265051703005357. 

29 Cross, “Music, Cognition, Culture,” 30. 
30 Custodero et al., “Musical Lives,” 560. 
31 Feld, “Sound Structure,” 385. 
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Yet a critical gap persists: the specific linguistic mechanisms through 
which songs create pedagogical meaning remain underexplored. While 
ethnomusicological scholarship acknowledges the importance of 
understanding aural learning, imitation, and rehearsal strategies across 
cultures, systematic analysis of how linguistic structures within songs 
encode and transmit cultural knowledge is limited32. Most studies focus 
on musical elements (rhythm, melody, harmony) while treating lyrics as 
content containers rather than as pedagogically active linguistic structures. 
The architectural relationship between language form and pedagogical 
function remains largely unexamined. 

This gap becomes particularly significant when considering how 
songs operate within kinship-based social systems. Recent research on 
Indonesian traditional songs demonstrates that while scholars have 
explored cultural values and ideological content, systematic analysis of the 
linguistic architecture through which songs achieve their pedagogical 
effects remains limited 33 . Studies identify what values songs transmit 
(moral precepts, social norms, spiritual beliefs) without analyzing how 
linguistic patterns—morphological structures, metaphorical systems, 
terminological choices—create these pedagogical effects. The question of 
mechanism is consistently subordinated to the question of content. 

Ho's research on Chinese secondary school music education provides 
insight into how songs convey complex ideological content through 
seemingly simple stories and metaphors34. However, Ho's analysis focuses 
primarily on ideological reproduction rather than the linguistic processes 
that enable such encoding. The specific grammatical structures, 
morphological patterns, and semantic relationships that transform songs 
into pedagogical texts remain implicit rather than explicitly theorized. 

The pedagogical effectiveness of traditional songs lies not only in their 
musical properties but in how linguistic structures interact with musical 
elements to create layered meaning. Batak musical traditions exemplify 
this complexity. These songs transmit knowledge, morality, and social 
values through poetic lyrics that are filled with metaphor, historical 
references, and behavioral instruction. They serve as comprehensive 
educational tools during ceremonial occasions—weddings, funerals, and 
ritual festivals—reinforcing social roles and enabling communal 

 
32 Campbell and Higgins, “Intersections Between Ethnomusicology,” para. 3. 
33 Jama and Menggo, “Language and Cultural Values Exploration,” 110. 
34 Ho, “Music Education Curriculum,” 270. 
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expression. The song “Anakku Na Burju” illustrates this educational 
approach by articulating ideal parent-child relationships grounded in 
respect, moral guidance, and cultural inheritance, emphasizing key Batak 
virtues such as obedience, diligence, and reverence toward elders and 
ancestors. 

However, existing scholarship on Batak musical traditions has not 
examined the specific linguistic mechanisms through which these 
pedagogical effects are achieved. We know that Batak songs transmit 
values, but we do not know how morphological structures (such as the 
reciprocal prefix mar-) embed collective agency within individual moral 
development. We know that songs use metaphor, but we don't know how 
particular metaphorical constructions (like the palm tree by the riverbank) 
create cognitive scaffolding that connects environmental knowledge to 
behavioral expectations. We know that songs reinforce kinship 
obligations, but we do not know how terminological choices and 
grammatical patterns encode the dalihan na tolu relational structure within 
pedagogical discourse. 

This literature reveals a persistent pattern: recognition that traditional 
songs function as powerful pedagogical tools, but limited analysis of the 
specific textual mechanisms through which this pedagogy operates. The 
gap is particularly acute regarding how songs function within kinship-
based social structures where virtue is understood as relational 
achievement rather than individual accomplishment.  

 
Linguistic and Metaphorical Mechanisms in Cultural Transmission 
Traditional songs teach through language itself, not just through the 

messages they contain. Yet most ethnopedagogical research treats 
language as a transparent container for cultural values rather than 
examining how grammatical structures and metaphors actively create 
meaning. Morphological patterns, word choices, and semantic 
relationships don't simply convey pedagogical content—they construct it. 

Lakoff and Johnson showed that humans understand abstract 
concepts through concrete, bodily experience35. We grasp time through 
spatial metaphors, comprehend ideas as physical objects, and understand 
moral qualities through environmental phenomena. For cultural 
transmission, metaphors make abstract principles tangible and 

 
35 G. Lakoff and M. Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1980). 
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memorable. Environmental metaphors work particularly well because 
they draw on knowledge children already possess. A child who has 
watched palm trees bend in storms can understand resilience as a moral 
quality. One familiar with riverbank ecosystems grasps the tension 
between rootedness and adaptation 36  . These are systematic cognitive 
mappings that structure moral understanding through ecological 
knowledge. 

But metaphors function differently across cultures. Western education 
favors mechanistic images: the mind as computer, learning as information 
processing. Indigenous pedagogies more often use relational and 
ecological metaphors that situate knowledge within living systems, where 
teaching and learning occur through socio-ecological networks of 
reciprocal relationships. This difference reflects fundamentally different 
ways of conceptualizing knowledge itself. 

Grammar also encodes cultural pedagogy in underexamined ways. 
Languages differ in how they mark individual versus collective agency, 
voluntary versus involuntary action, and direct versus indirect causation. 
A language that grammatically emphasizes collective agency through 
reciprocal morphology constructs moral responsibility differently than 
one that highlights individual actors. 

Studies of Indonesian traditional songs have identified what values 
they transmit: respect for elders, communal obligations, and spiritual 
devotion. But research rarely examines how linguistic structures achieve 
these effects. Reciprocal prefixes transform individual actions into 
relational obligations. Aspectual markers embed actions in ongoing time. 
Kinship terminology positions people within social networks. These 
structures don't just describe cultural logic—they actively construct it. 

Three linguistic dimensions warrant closer examination. Kinship 
terminology operates as a classification system that defines rights, 
obligations, and expectations. The Batak marga and dalihan na tolu systems 
show how kinship categories organize both social life and moral 
reasoning, invoking entire networks of obligation. Many Indigenous 
pedagogies also reject Western sacred-secular divisions, integrating 
spiritual vocabulary directly into behavioral directives—linking divine 

 
36  R. Zidny, J. Sjöström, and I. Eilks, “Teaching Chemistry and Other Natural 

Sciences from Indigenous Knowledge Perspectives: Exploring Contextual and Topical 
Choices to Address the Issue,” Research in Science Education 54 (2024): 1047–1068, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11165-024-10173-0. 
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agency to human action in ways that remain undertheorized and 
contribute to marginalization in formal education. Finally, temporal and 
spatial markers position listeners as both recipients of ancestral wisdom 
and future transmitters, while connecting moral instruction to territories 
carrying historical and spiritual weight. 

The Batak case exemplifies these dimensions while remaining notably 
absent from academic literature. Batak Toba has rich morphological 
resources for encoding collective agency, extensive kinship terminology, 
distinctive ecological metaphors, and syncretic spiritual and moral 
vocabularies. Songs like “Anakku na Burju” systematically employ these 
resources. Yet we lack analysis of how reciprocal prefixes embed virtue 
within kinship obligations, how environmental metaphors provide 
frameworks for moral reasoning, or how spiritual terminology integrates 
with behavioral directives. 

This analytical gap reflects a broader challenge. Recognizing cultural 
knowledge as legitimate curriculum matters, but it's insufficient without 
understanding the mechanisms through which that knowledge operates. 
Moving from policy acknowledgment to implementation requires 
knowing how traditional practices teach: what cognitive processes they 
engage, what social structures they reinforce, what linguistic patterns they 
employ. Without this specificity, Indigenous pedagogies remain opaque to 
educators trained in Western frameworks. 

 
Methodology 
Research Design 
This study employed a qualitative interpretive approach with a 

descriptive design to examine the educational values embedded in the 
Batak Toba traditional song “Anakku na Burju.” The approach allows in-
depth exploration of the text's cultural meanings and pedagogical 
functions within the framework of ethnopedagogy. Ethnopedagogical 
theory emphasizes integrating local wisdom into education systems, 
aligning with Alwasilah's framework, which situates culture as both 
content and method of learning. The methodological orientation also 
draws upon established perspectives in ethnomusicological research 37 , 
which regard traditional songs as pedagogical instruments operating 
within Indigenous knowledge systems. This integrated framework 
recognizes traditional songs as complex semiotic systems that encode 

 
37 Krušinská, “Music Pedagogy in the Context of Ethnopedagogy,” 45. 



VOLUME XVI, NO.4/DECEMBER 2025 132 

cultural knowledge through linguistic, musical, and performative 
dimensions. The study's design involved close textual analysis of “Anakku 
na Burju” to identify recurring linguistic patterns, symbolic imagery, and 
thematic structures that reflect pedagogical intent. This is a theoretical 
analysis focused on textual elements rather than an empirical study 
involving participants. We examine the song as a pedagogical text, 
analyzing how its linguistic architecture encodes and transmits cultural 
values. 

 
Song Selection and Data Source 
“Anakku na Burju” was selected for its widespread recognition within 

Batak communities as a pedagogical text that addresses moral formation 
and kinship obligations. Composed by Irjen Pol (Purn) Soaloon 
Simatupang, the song bridges traditional values with contemporary 
contexts, reflecting cultural continuity amid modernization38. Its thematic 
focus on character education, kinship obligations, and spiritual formation 
makes it representative of Batak ethnopedagogical traditions. The lyrics 
were obtained from KapanLagi.com 39 , a widely accessed Indonesian 
music lyrics database, and verified against multiple sources for textual 
accuracy. Analysis was conducted on the original Batak Toba text to 
preserve linguistic structures—particularly morphological patterns, such 
as the reciprocal prefix mar-, and kinship terminology—that carry 
culturally specific pedagogical meanings that translation would obscure. 

 
Analytical Framework 
Data were analyzed through an ethnopedagogical lens to identify 

recurring thematic categories—religious devotion, familial bonds, moral 
responsibility, and social harmony. The study adopted Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006) six-phase framework for thematic analysis, allowing systematic 
identification and interpretation of pedagogical themes within the song's 
corpus. This framework was selected for its structured approach to 
identifying textual patterns while maintaining flexibility to integrate with 
ethnopedagogical theory and linguistic analysis. 

 

 
38 Medan.tribunnews.com, “Makna Lagu ‘Anakku Na Burju’ dari Tapanuli, Lagu 

Batak yang Sarat Pesan Moral,” February 11, 2024, https://medan.tribunnews.com/. 
39 Kapanlagi.com, “Makna Lagu ‘Anakku Na Burju’ dari Tanah Batak, Ajaran Moral 

untuk Anak agar Patuh pada Orang Tua,” February 10, 2024,  
https://www.kapanlagi.com/. 
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The analytical process proceeded as follows: 
1. Data familiarization: Repeated reading of the lyrics and reflective 

note-taking to identify emerging educational motifs. 
2. Initial coding: Line-by-line analysis captured explicit and implicit 

pedagogical meanings, generating 47 discrete codes organized into six 
preliminary categories: virtue descriptors, spiritual imperatives, 
metaphorical constructions, kinship obligations, temporal markers, and 
blessing formulations. 

3. Theme generation: Related codes were grouped into preliminary 
thematic clusters through constant comparative analysis. 

4. Theme review and refinement: Preliminary themes were examined 
for internal coherence and conceptual distinction. Codes were reassessed 
to ensure themes accurately represented patterns across the dataset and 
addressed research questions regarding pedagogical mechanisms. 

5. Theme definition and naming: Themes were defined to specify 
pedagogical mechanisms rather than content categories, clarifying 
relationships among categories within the broader ethnopedagogical 
framework. 

6. Integration with theoretical perspectives: Final themes were 
contextualized within existing scholarship on Indigenous knowledge 
transmission and cultural pedagogy4041.  

 
This analytical framework ensured that interpretations remained 

grounded in the cultural logic of Batak pedagogy while maintaining 
analytical rigor. The resulting thematic synthesis reveals how “Anakku na 
Burju” functions as a living educational text that integrates moral, social, 
and spiritual instruction through linguistic structure, metaphorical 
imagery, and performative context. 

This integrated framework recognizes traditional songs as complex 
semiotic systems that encode cultural knowledge through linguistic, 
musical, and performative dimensions. Accordingly, the study’s design 
involved close textual analysis of “Anakku na Burju” to identify recurring 

 
40  P. Barkaskas and D. Gladwin, “Pedagogical Talking Circles: Decolonizing 

Education through Relational Indigenous Frameworks,” Journal of Teaching and 
Learning 15, no. 1 (2021): 20–38, https://doi.org/10.22329/jtl.v15i1.6519. 

41 M. Reynolds, “A Relational Approach to Learning Environments: Learning from 
Pacific Wisdom,” New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies 57 (2022): 143–158, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40841-021-00236-x. 
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linguistic patterns, symbolic imagery, and thematic structures that reflect 
pedagogical intent. 

Data were analyzed through an ethnopedagogical lens to identify 
recurring thematic categories—religious devotion, familial bonds, moral 
responsibility, and social harmony. The study adopted Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006) six-phase framework for thematic analysis, allowing systematic 
identification and interpretation of pedagogical themes within the song’s 
corpus. 

 
The analytical process proceeded as follows: 
1. Data familiarization, involving repeated reading of the lyrics and 

reflective note-taking to identify emerging educational motifs. 
2. Initial coding, conducted line by line to capture explicit and implicit 

pedagogical meanings. 
3. Theme generation is achieved through grouping related codes into 

preliminary thematic clusters. 
4. Review and refinement of themes using constant comparative 

analysis to ensure both internal coherence and conceptual distinction. 
5. Definition and naming of themes, and clarification of relationships 

among categories within the broader ethnopedagogical framework. 
6. Integration with theoretical perspectives, where the final themes 

were contextualized within existing scholarship on Indigenous knowledge 
transmission and cultural pedagogy  

 
This analytical framework ensured that interpretations remained 

grounded in the cultural logic of Batak pedagogy while maintaining 
analytical rigor. The resulting thematic synthesis reveals how “Anakku na 
Burju” functions as a living educational text that integrates moral, social, 
and spiritual instruction through linguistic structure, metaphorical 
imagery, and performative context.  

 
Findings and Discussion 
Findings  
Thematic analysis of “Anakku na Burju” identified four integrated 

pedagogical mechanisms through which the song transmits cultural 
values: Relational Virtue Formation, Embodied Spiritual Practice, 
Environmental Moral Anchoring, and Intergenerational Continuity. These 
themes emerged from systematic coding of 47 discrete textual elements 
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organized into six preliminary categories. Table 1 presents the thematic 
organization and key linguistic features. 

 
Table 1: Thematic Structure of “Anakku na Burju”  

Theme 1: Relational Virtue Formation 

 

This theme captures how the song embeds individual moral development 

within kinship networks rather than promoting autonomous ethical reasoning. 

Virtue emerges as a relational obligation serving collective welfare, creating 

accountability structures that link personal character to family honor and 

community standing. 

The opening address demonstrates this relational construction. The phrase 

positions the child simultaneously as naburju (virtuous one), hasianku (my 

beloved/precious), and nalagu (beautiful/good). The possessive marker -ku (my) 

grammatically binds these qualities to the parent-child relationship. The term 

hasian carries dual semantic weight—denoting both emotional affection and 

economic value—positioning virtue as investment requiring cultivation rather 

than innate quality. 

The reciprocal prefix mar- appears consistently in key moral terms: 

martanduk (bearing honor), martua (bringing blessing), marsiamin (praying 

together). This morphological pattern transforms individual actions into 

inherently relational activities. Where English constructions emphasize 

Theme Core Mechanism Key Linguistic 
Features 

Frequency 

Relational 
Virtue Relation 

Embeds individual 
character within 
kinship networks 

Naburju, Hasian, 
possessive 

constructions, kinship 
terms 

12 
instances 

Embodied 
Spiritual 
Practice 

Transforms abstract 
faith into physical 
actions 

pagomos, tangiang, 
imperative mood, 

action verbs 

8 instances 

Environmental 
Moral 
Anchoring 

Uses ecological 
metaphors for 
character instruction 

suhat di robean, natural 
imagery, locative 

markers 

9 instances 

Intergeneration
al Continuity 

Prepares for cultural 
transmission across 
distance 

Temporal markers 
(dung, lam dao), 

blessing formulations 

6 instances 
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individual agency (“be honorable,” “pray faithfully”), Batak grammar defines 

virtue as inherently collective. The phrase marsiamin aminan (praying together in 

faith) grammatically requires communal participation—individual spiritual 

practice becomes impossible through linguistic structure itself. 

Kinship terminology reinforces this framework. Direct address as amang 

(father) appears 11 times, constantly repositioning the learner within parent-child 

hierarchy. References to natua tuamu (your elders/ancestors) extend 

accountability beyond the immediate dyad to include lineage obligations. This 

terminological density creates a pedagogical positioning in which moral character 

becomes inseparable from kinship identity. 

By grammatically embedding virtue within social relationships, the song 

teaches that character development serves collective rather than individual 

purposes. Moral accountability operates through kinship networks—the dalihan 

na tolu structure that obligates members to uphold family honor. This challenges 

the Western educational emphasis on autonomous moral reasoning, offering an 

alternative framework in which virtue emerges through relational networks rather 

than individual conscience. 

 

Theme 2: Embodied Spiritual Practice 

This theme encompasses pedagogical strategies that transform 
abstract spiritual concepts into concrete behavioral directives. Spiritual 
instruction operates through imperative constructions that emphasize the 
physical and communal dimensions of religious practice rather than 
theological abstraction. 

The imperative pagomos ma tangiang mi (hold firmly to prayer) 
employs physical metaphor for spiritual discipline. The verb pagomos (to 
hold firmly/grasp) transforms prayer from abstract contemplation into 
bodily action that requires strength and persistence. This embodied 
construction appears alongside the phrase tu mula jadi nabolon (to the 
Creator/Almighty), connecting physical practice to divine relationship 
through prepositional linkage.  

The construction anggiat ma ture (be diligent/steadfast) similarly 
employs imperative mood to create behavioral expectation rather than 
spiritual suggestion. The particle ma functions as hortatory marker, 
intensifying the directive force. When combined with sude hamu pinoppar 
hi amang (all of you taught by father), spiritual practice becomes explicitly 
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pedagogical—something transmitted through parental instruction rather 
than discovered individually. 

Blessing formulations integrate human care with divine favor. The 
phrase dihaburjuhon ho (may you be blessed) employs the passive voice 
with an agentless construction, positioning blessing as a cosmic gift rather 
than an earned reward. This grammatical choice teaches spiritual 
receptivity—moral character creates conditions for blessing, but cannot 
command it. 

By linguistically embodying spiritual practice, the song teaches that 
faith requires physical action and communal engagement. Prayer becomes 
something to "hold firmly" rather than merely "believe in." This embodied 
approach rejects Western sacred-secular divisions, creating comprehensive 
formation experiences that address the temporal and eternal dimensions 
simultaneously. Spiritual development becomes inseparable from bodily 
discipline and social participation. 

 

Theme 3: Environmental Moral Anchoring 

This theme reveals how natural imagery functions as a comprehensive 
moral curriculum, connecting ecological knowledge to character 
instruction. Environmental metaphors provide cognitive scaffolding that 
makes abstract virtues concrete through familiar ecological observation. 

The central metaphor marsitukkol tukkolan songon suhat di robean (stand 
firm like a palm tree by the riverbank) operates through multiple semantic 
layers. The verb marsitukkol (to stand firmly) employs the reciprocal mar- 
prefix, suggesting rootedness as relational achievement rather than 
individual stability. The reduplication tukkol-an creates rhythmic emphasis 
while reinforcing semantic intensity.  

The simile songon suhat di robean (like a palm tree by the riverbank) 
encodes botanical and geological knowledge within moral instruction. 
Palm trees (suhat) demonstrate flexibility in storms while maintaining 
deep roots—teaching adaptive resilience. The riverbank (robean) location 
signals both nourishment (water access) and challenge (erosion risk). 
Children familiar with North Sumatran ecology recognize this 
environmental wisdom, creating a cognitive bridge between observable 
phenomena and behavioral expectations. The locative marker di (at/by) 
precisely positions the metaphor in physical space, grounding moral 
instruction in territorial knowledge. This spatial specificity connects 
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character formation to place-based identity, teaching that virtue requires 
both environmental awareness and ecological adaptation. 

Environmental metaphors create place-based learning that integrates 
moral and ecological education. Children simultaneously acquire 
botanical knowledge (palm tree adaptation), geological understanding 
(riverbank dynamics), and moral guidance (character requires rootedness 
and flexibility). This demonstrates sophisticated integration of natural 
observation with character instruction, offering a pedagogical model in 
which environmental knowledge scaffolds moral reasoning. 

 

Theme 4: Intergenerational Continuity 

This theme addresses how the song prepares learners for cultural 
transmission across temporal and geographical distances. Pedagogical 
strategies anticipate modern challenges, including migration, generational 
change, and cultural pressures, through systematic preparation that 
emphasizes internal moral resources. 

Temporal markers structure developmental expectations. The phrase 
dung hupaborhat ho namarsikkola (after I raised you through your schooling) 
employs the aspectual marker dung (after/completed) to position current 
instruction within life-stage progression. The verb hupaborhat (I 
raised/nurtured) emphasizes parental investment, creating accountability 
for maintaining transmitted values. The phrase dung lam dao (when far 
away) anticipates geographical separation—likely referencing merantau 
(migration for work/education). This temporal-spatial construction 
teaches that physical distance need not sever cultural connection if moral 
foundations remain strong. The blessing pangarantoan mi anakku hasianku 
(guidance for my beloved child) functions as a portable moral resource, 
providing an internal compass when external cultural supports diminish.  

The construction dijalo do tangianghi amang (remember to pray, father) 
employs future-oriented imperative, projecting parental voice forward in 
time. The emphatic particle do intensifies obligation, creating enduring 
authority that transcends physical presence. This linguistic strategy 
embeds parental instruction as an internalized moral voice accessible 
across distance and time. 

By linguistically preparing for separation, the song acknowledges 
modernity's challenges while providing resources for maintaining cultural 
identity. Temporal markers create realistic expectations about life 
transitions while emphasizing continuity of values across changing 
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contexts. This demonstrates a sophisticated understanding of how 
traditional pedagogy must prepare learners for circumstances beyond 
communal life while preserving essential cultural frameworks. 

 

Thematic Integration 

These four themes function as an integrated pedagogical system 
rather than discrete mechanisms. Relational virtue formation provides the 
social framework within which embodied spiritual practice occurs. 
Environmental metaphors offer cognitive scaffolding for understanding 
both virtue and spiritual discipline. Intergenerational continuity ensures 
transmission of these integrated teachings across time and space.  

The song's pedagogical architecture simultaneously addresses 
intellectual (metaphorical cognition), emotional (kinship bonds), social 
(relational obligations), and spiritual (embodied practice) dimensions. This 
integration challenges Western educational tendencies to 
compartmentalize moral, cognitive, and spiritual development into 
separate domains. 

Linguistically, the four themes share common structural features. 
Extensive use of the imperative mood creates behavioral directives. 
Possessive and locative constructions embed individual identity within 
social and environmental contexts—temporal markers position learners 
within intergenerational continuities. Morphological patterns (reciprocal 
mar- prefix, reduplication) reinforce relational ontology. These linguistic 
consistencies reveal a coherent pedagogical philosophy encoded within 
grammatical choices. 

 
Discussions 
The thematic analysis reveals four integrated pedagogical 

mechanisms through which “Anakku na Burju” transmits cultural values: 
relational virtue formation, embodied spiritual practice, environmental 
moral anchoring, and intergenerational continuity. These findings provide 
empirical foundation for examining how traditional Batak songs function 
as comprehensive educational curricula that challenge conventional 
assumptions about moral development and cultural transmission. This 
discussion analyzes these mechanisms through three analytical 
perspectives: first, examining the linguistic architecture through which the 
song creates pedagogical meaning; second, positioning these findings 
within debates about individualist versus relational frameworks for moral 
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education; and third, evaluating the study's theoretical contributions and 
acknowledging its limitations. 

 
Linguistic Architecture of Pedagogical Meaning 
“Anakku na Burju” constructs pedagogical meaning through 

systematic morphological and metaphorical patterns. These linguistic 
structures don't simply convey moral content—they actively shape how 
learners understand virtue, agency, and social obligation. 

The reciprocal prefix mar- appears consistently in terms like marsikkola 
(schooling together), marsiamin (praying together), and marsitukkol tukkolan 
(standing firm together). Where Indo-European languages mark agency 
through subject-verb agreement, emphasizing individual actors, the Batak 
mar- construction grammatically embeds collective participation within 
the action itself. 

Consider marsiamin aminan (praying together in faith): the 
morphology makes individual spiritual practice grammatically 
impossible—prayer becomes definitionally communal. This contrasts 
sharply with English moral instruction, which employs individual 
imperatives like "be honest" or "show respect." Children internalizing 
these patterns learn to position virtue as something achieved through 
rather than despite social relationships. The mar- prefix doesn't describe 
collective action; it constructs moral subjectivity as inherently relational42. 

The central metaphor marsitukkol tukkolan songon suhat di robean (stand 
firm like a palm tree by the riverbank) integrates ecological knowledge 
with moral instruction. The palm tree (suhat) represents flexibility and 
resilience; the riverbank (robean) signals both nourishment and challenge. 
Children learning this song simultaneously acquire botanical knowledge 
(palm trees thrive near water), geological understanding (riverbanks are 
fertile but unstable), and moral guidance (character requires rootedness 
and adaptability). The reduplication tukkol-tukkolan creates rhythmic 
emphasis while mimicking the image of a firmly rooted tree. The locative 
construction di robean grounds the metaphor in territorial knowledge, 
connecting character formation to place. This operates through 
experiential grounding: abstract concepts become comprehensible through 
embodied environmental knowledge.43  

 
42 Lees and Bang, Indigenous Pedagogies, 55. 
43 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 67. 
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But the Batak metaphor extends beyond individual cognitive 
mapping. Palm trees near riverbanks demonstrate successful adaptation to 
environments providing both nourishment and challenge—observational 
knowledge transmitted across generations. Notably, such territorial 
metaphors continue to function pedagogically even divorced from their 
original contexts. The Batak concept of “Bona Pasogit” identifies 
individuals by ancestral village rather than by birthplace, maintaining 
territorial connections despite displacement. Diaspora children who have 
never seen North Sumatran riverbanks still learn moral resilience through 
this imagery. 

Kinship terminology works similarly. The term amang (father) appears 
eleven times, constantly repositioning the addressee within the parent-
child hierarchy. References to natua tuamu (your elders/ancestors) extend 
this to include lineage obligations. Western educational discourse typically 
uses a generic second-person address ("you should...") without kinship 
specification. Batak pedagogical language makes moral instruction 
inseparable from kinship positioning—one learns virtue not as an abstract 
individual but as anak (child) within marga (clan) systems, instantiating 
the dalihan na tolu framework. 

Temporal structures address a pragmatic challenge: preparing 
learners for contexts beyond the immediate community while maintaining 
cultural connection. The aspectual marker dung (after/completed) in dung 
hupaborhat ho namarsikkola (after I raised you through schooling) positions 
current instruction within life-course progression. The phrase dung lam dao 
(when far away) anticipates displacement, likely referencing merantau—
the Batak tradition of migration for education and economic advancement. 
The phrase dijalo do tangianghi amang (remember to pray, father) employs 
the emphatic particle do to create enduring authority that transcends 
physical presence. This linguistic strategy embeds parental moral 
instruction as an internalized voice accessible across distance, addressing 
how diaspora communities maintain identity through practices such as 
identifying with ancestral villages.  

These mechanisms work together as an integrated pedagogical 
architecture. Morphological patterns establish collective agency. 
Environmental metaphors ground abstraction in observation. Kinship 
terminology positions learners within obligation networks. Temporal 
markers prepare for displacement while maintaining connection. 

The song teaches not through explicit propositions but through 
linguistic structures that position learners relationally and prepare for 
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cultural transmission across distance. Frequency analysis reveals this 
design: virtue terminology (naburju, hasian) appears in repeated refrains 
that emphasize core identity, while specific behavioral instructions vary 
across verses, allowing contextual application. This creates a flexible 
pedagogy that maintains cultural consistency while adapting to 
circumstances, addressing what Jama and Menggo identify as a gap in 
research—the systematic examination of the linguistic architecture 
through which cultural transmission occurs. 

 
Challenging Individualist Assumptions in Moral Education 
The pedagogical mechanisms in "Anakku na Burju" challenge core 

assumptions of Western moral education theory. These aren't superficial 
cultural differences—they reveal incompatible frameworks for 
understanding moral development itself. Western developmental 
psychology centers on stage theories positioning moral growth as 
progression toward autonomous ethical reasoning. Kohlberg's (1981) 
influential model places principled conscience independent of social 
approval as the highest developmental stage. Piaget (1932) similarly 
theorized a movement from externally governed to internally governed 
morality. Both assume moral maturity requires transcending social norms 
through individual rational deliberation. 

These theories reflect Enlightenment assumptions about rational 
autonomy as the foundation of ethics. The individual moral agent 
employs universal reason to determine right action, unconstrained by 
particular relationships or cultural contexts. This framework has shaped 
Western educational practice—character education emphasizes individual 
conscience, assessment systems evaluate personal moral reasoning. 

The Batak pedagogical system operates differently. Virtue (naburju) 
emerges not as individual achievement but as relational obligation within 
kinship networks. The song's possessive constructions (hasian ku, my 
beloved), reciprocal morphology (marsiamin, praying together), and 
kinship terminology (amang, natua tuamu) embed moral character within 
social relationships. The goal isn't autonomous moral reasoning but 
responsiveness to kinship obligations and communal welfare. This 
relational framework doesn't represent developmental immaturity. It 
reflects a distinct ontology in which personhood is constituted through 
relationships rather than existing before them. The mar-constructions 
teach that virtue becomes possible through social embeddedness, not 
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despite it. Moral maturity means refined capacity to fulfill kinship 
obligations and maintain communal harmony. 

Gilligan critiqued Kohlberg for privileging justice reasoning over care 
ethics and for individualist assumptions that reflect masculine rather than 
universal patterns. Yet even care ethics frameworks maintain individual 
subjects relating to others. The Batak model is more radical: moral subjects 
exist only within relational networks, where individuation itself occurs 
through kinship positioning. 

This aligns with broader Indigenous pedagogies that emphasize 
relationality within socio-ecological systems. Scholars propose 
reconceptualizing learning through Indigenous metaphors, such as 
“sitting around a collective fire,” that frame knowledge production as 
dialogical rather than hierarchical. The Batak case provides linguistic 
evidence for how relationality operates—not as a method applied to 
autonomous individuals but as an ontological framework that constitutes 
moral subjects through social positioning. 

The song also challenges Western separation of cognitive, spiritual, 
and bodily domains. The imperative pagomos ma tangiang (hold firmly to 
prayer) employs a physical metaphor, transforming spiritual practice from 
mental activity into bodily discipline. This resists Cartesian dualism, 
positioning cognition as primary. 

Western education compartmentalizes moral, spiritual, and 
intellectual development. Moral education focuses on ethical reasoning. 
Religious education addresses spiritual formation. Academic subjects 
emphasize cognitive skills. The Batak song integrates these. Spiritual 
directives (pagomos ma tangiang), moral imperatives (anggiat ma ture), and 
kinship obligations (ingot do ho amang) appear interconnected. The 
environmental metaphor (suhat di robean) simultaneously teaches 
ecological knowledge, moral resilience, and spiritual rootedness. 

Critical evaluation must acknowledge tensions. Embedding virtue 
within kinship obligations creates accountability but may limit individual 
autonomy. The patrilineal marga system and dalihan na tolu framework 
position individuals within hierarchies based on birth, gender, and 
generation. These provide stability and continuity but also constrain life 
choices and can perpetuate gender inequalities. 

The song's address to amang (father) and emphasis on parental 
authority reflect hierarchical organization. Moral instruction flows from 
parent to child and from elder to youth. This may transmit cultural 
knowledge effectively, but can suppress critical questioning. The tension 
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between cultural preservation and individual agency remains a challenge 
for Indigenous communities as they navigate traditional values and 
contemporary contexts. 

Research on culturally appropriate education reveals complex 
outcomes. Indigenous language instruction and cultural programming 
show both positive and negative associations with achievement, 
depending on implementation 44 . Incorporating Indigenous content 
without attention to underlying ontological assumptions may produce 
limited results. Effective integration requires understanding how 
traditional pedagogies construct teaching itself. 

The goal isn't merging knowledge systems but braiding perspectives 
while retaining each one's identity. Rather than choosing between 
autonomous individualism and relational collectivism, educational 
systems might cultivate both. Students could develop abilities to reason 
independently while recognizing their embeddedness in social networks. 

Implementation faces challenges. Western institutions structured 
around individual assessment, competitive achievement, and 
standardized curricula create barriers to relational pedagogies. Indigenous 
knowledge systems face marginalization because their epistemological 
distinctiveness remains unrecognized. Meaningful integration requires 
institutional restructuring—assessment recognizing collective 
achievement, curricula embedding knowledge within cultural contexts, 
pedagogical relationships reflecting kinship rather than professional roles. 

The Batak case demonstrates that alternative frameworks aren't 
historical artifacts but living pedagogical systems addressing 
contemporary challenges. The song's temporal markers (dung lam dao, 
'when far away') anticipate realities of migration and diaspora, offering 
strategies for maintaining cultural identity across displacement. 
Indigenous pedagogies may offer resources for challenges Western 
systems struggle with—cultivating social responsibility in individualistic 
societies, maintaining cultural continuity amid globalization, and 
integrating holistic human development in fragmented systems. 

 
Conclusion 
This analysis of “Anakku na Burju” reveals how Batak communities 

encode moral instruction through linguistic mechanisms that challenge 
Western pedagogical assumptions. The song's morphological patterns, 

 
44 D.L. Feir, “The Long-run Effects of Forcible Assimilation Policy” 388 
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particularly the reciprocal mar- prefix, grammatically construct virtue as 
collective achievement rather than an individual trait. Environmental 
metaphors ground abstract moral concepts in territorial knowledge, 
creating portable cognitive scaffolding that functions across diaspora 
contexts. Kinship terminology positions learners within relational 
networks where character development serves communal welfare. 

These findings matter because they demonstrate that Indigenous 
pedagogies operate through fundamentally different ontological 
assumptions—not merely alternative content but distinct frameworks for 
understanding what learning is and how it occurs. Western education's 
emphasis on autonomous moral reasoning reflects culturally specific 
values rather than universal developmental trajectories. Recognizing this 
requires more than adding Indigenous content to existing curricula; it 
demands engaging with alternative epistemologies that position knowing 
as relational, embodied, and place-based. 

The study's textual focus provides a foundation for future empirical 
work examining how these mechanisms function in lived educational 
practices. Collaborative research with Batak communities could explore 
how traditional songs adapt to contemporary contexts while maintaining 
cultural continuity—a question increasingly urgent as globalization 
pressures threaten Indigenous knowledge systems worldwide. 
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Abstract: As the digitalization of healthcare systems progresses, occupational 
therapy  is adapting by integrating telerehabilitation modalities. The findings include an 
updated synthesis of telehealth occupational therapy interventions provided separately 
and with interdisciplinary health care teams. They expand occupational therapy’s scope of 
practice to include interventions provided across the lifespan for rehabilitation and 
habilitation needs and include effectiveness by conditions. 

The aim of this narrative review is to synthesize the evidence regarding the 
effectiveness, safety, and limitations of telerehabilitation interventions applied within the 
field of occupational therapy, to evaluate implementation and equity factors, and to 
propose practical recommendations for clinicians and policymakers.  

Existing literature suggests that in certain clinical contexts (for example, post-
stroke recovery), telerehabilitation provides outcomes comparable to short- and medium-
term face-to-face therapies; evidence specific to occupational therapy is promising but 
heterogeneous, and issues related to equity and standardization remain significant 
barriers. 
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Introduction 
The digitalization of healthcare services has accelerated markedly 

over the past decade, with the COVID-19 pandemic further catalyzing the 
integration of telehealth into therapeutic practice. Occupational therapy—
whose core mission is the restoration and optimization of functional 
performance in activities of daily living (ADLs)—is undergoing a pivotal 
transformation. Digital platforms now enable remote assessment, 
intervention, and monitoring, yet questions regarding efficacy, safety, and 
ethical implications necessitate rigorous evaluation. The purpose of this 
article is to synthesize contemporary evidence and propose a practical 
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framework for the implementation of tele-occupational therapy. 
Professional organizations formally recognize telehealth as a legitimate 
mode of service delivery, while underscoring the need for standardized 
procedures and structured clinician training.1 

Large-scale analyses, including Cochrane reviews, suggest that 
telerehabilitation may yield outcomes comparable to those of in-person 
therapy for selected functional domains—particularly among post-stroke 
populations—provided that interventions are well structured, 
appropriately dosed, and consistently monitored. Many studies report 
non-inferiority on established functional measures (e.g., Barthel Index, 
Functional Independence Measure) as well as on short- to mid-term 
quality-of-life indicators. Nonetheless, the heterogeneity of intervention 
formats (e.g., synchronous videoconferencing, assistive digital 
applications, teleconsultation models) complicates broader generalization 
and limits the ability to draw universal conclusions. 

Systematic reviews focusing specifically on occupational therapy 
document a steady increase in empirical studies evaluating tele-OT across 
pediatrics, geriatrics, neurorehabilitation, and chronic disease 
management. Findings frequently indicate improvements in ADL 
performance, patient satisfaction, and adherence to therapeutic programs. 
However, methodological variability—encompassing small-sample 
randomized controlled trials, pilot studies, and observational designs—
continues to constrain the strength of the evidence base. 

 
Target Populations 
Stroke, a consistent body of evidence supports the non-inferiority of 

telerehabilitation for selected functional and communication outcomes in 
specific post-stroke subgroups. Interventions involving motor retraining, 
functional re-education, and caregiver-directed coaching can be effectively 
delivered through remote formats.2 

 
Pediatrics, tele-OT models employing parent-mediated 

interventions—particularly for autism spectrum disorder and 
developmental delays—demonstrate promising results. Benefits include 

 
1 American Occupational Therapy Association, Telehealth in Occupational Therapy, 

American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 2018, p. 18. 
2  K.E. Laver, et al. Telerehabilitation services for stroke. Cochrane Database of 

Systematic Reviews, USA, 2020, p. 122. 
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improved caregiver engagement, enhanced implementation fidelity, and 
increased adherence to therapeutic programs. 

 
Orthopedic and Musculoskeletal Conditions, findings remain 

mixed, remotely supervised exercise-based programs may improve 
adherence, yet effects on strength, range of motion, and functional 
performance appear more variable across studies. 

 
Safety, Acceptability, and Retention 
The safety profile of telerehabilitation is generally favorable. Recent 

reviews (2025) report low rates of adverse events directly attributable to 
remote interventions. Most documented challenges relate to privacy 
concerns, technical difficulties, or the absence of real-time supervision in 
situations where acute risk may arise. Patient acceptability and satisfaction 
tend to be high, and retention rates are comparable to those observed in 
conventional in-person rehabilitation when adequate technical support 
and clear instructions are provided. Nevertheless, adverse event reporting 
remains inconsistently structured, underscoring the need for improved 
standardization in documentation and monitoring practices.3 

 
Practical and Implementation Considerations 
The implementation of tele-OT requires careful attention to several 

interrelated components: 
 
Platforms and Technology 
The selection of digital platforms—secure videoconferencing systems, 

exercise applications, and remote monitoring devices—must comply with 
data protection regulations and align with the digital literacy levels of 
patients and their families. Recent toolkits and guidelines, provide 
structured templates for remote assessment, informed consent procedures, 
and emergency response protocols.4 

 

 
3 M. Veras, et al., A rapid review of ethical and equity dimensions in telerehabilitation. 

International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, Basel, Switzerland, 2025, 
p. 1900. 

4 S. Jaswal. J. Lo, A. Howe, Y. Hao, S. Zhu, G. Sithamparanathan, B. Nowrouzi-Kia, 
The Era of Technology in Healthcare-An Evaluation of Telerehabilitation on Client Outcomes: A 
Systematic Review and Meta-analysis. Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 2024, p. 783-
799.  
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Clinical Protocols and Outcome Measures 
The standardization of outcome measures (e.g., COPM — Canadian 

Occupational Performance Measure, Barthel Index, FIM, and pediatric-
specific scales) enhances cross-study comparability and supports reliable 
monitoring of clinical progress. Clinical protocols should delineate explicit 
criteria for patient selection (i.e., identifying individuals appropriately 
suited for tele-OT), recommended session frequency, the role and 
responsibilities of caregivers, and escalation pathways in the event of 
emerging complications. 

 
Professional Training 
Occupational therapy practitioners require targeted training in both 

technological competencies and the adaptation of therapeutic 
interventions for remote delivery (e.g., conducting environmental 
assessments of the home setting, implementing task-oriented occupational 
therapy strategies at a distance). Additional competencies include remote 
communication skills and risk management. Professional organizations 
increasingly advocate for the integration of telehealth training within 
university curricula and continuing professional development programs. 

 
Ethics and Equity  
The adoption of tele-OT raises significant ethical considerations. 

Variations in technological access, digital literacy, connectivity costs, and 
socioeconomic disparities can introduce barriers to care and potentially 
exacerbate existing inequities in access to rehabilitation services. Rapid 
equity-focused reviews note that disadvantaged groups—such as older 
adults with limited financial resources, individuals in rural or 
underserved areas, and populations with low digital proficiency—may 
derive disproportionately fewer benefits from tele-OT. To mitigate these 
disparities, interventions should incorporate compensatory strategies, 
including the provision of necessary equipment, user-friendly digital 
training, and hybrid care models that combine in-person home visits with 
remote sessions.5 

 
5 Diana R. Feldhacker; Vanessa D. Jewell; Sadie Jung LeSage; Haley Collins; Helene 

Lohman; Marion Russell, Telehealth Interventions Within the Scope of Occupational Therapy 
Practice: A Systematic Review, The American Journal of Occupational Therapy, Vol. 76, 2022. 
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Limitations of the Evidence and Research Gaps 

Methodological heterogeneity, substantial variability across 
studies—regarding intervention design, outcome measures, and 
methodological quality—limits the ability to draw definitive conclusions 
for many clinical areas. 

Lack of long-term follow-up most available evidence focuses on 
short- to medium-term outcomes; long-term effects and real-world 
transferability remain insufficiently examined and require extended 
follow-up periods. 

Underreporting of adverse events and ethical concerns, although 
existing data suggest a favorable safety profile, reporting standards for 
adverse events, technical failures, and ethical issues remain inconsistent, 
hindering accurate risk assessment. 

 
Recommendations for Occupational Therapy Practice6 

o Clinicians should consider an initial hybrid model, reserving tele-
OT for patients who demonstrate acceptability, low clinical risk, and 
adequate home conditions during the initial assessment. Explicit 
escalation protocols should guide transitions to in-person care when 
necessary. 

o The use of validated functional instruments (e.g., COPM, Barthel 
Index, FIM) is essential for enabling comparability across settings and 
ensuring consistent monitoring of clinical progress. 

o Telehealth competencies should be embedded in professional 
education and supported through ongoing technical assistance for both 
clinicians and patients. 

o Clinicians should systematically document adverse events, 
technical issues, and patient satisfaction metrics, using these data to guide 
continuous quality improvement. 

 
Structured Recommendations for Effective and Safe Implementation 

of Tele-Rehabilitation in Occupational Therapy 

Implementation should be guided by a structured, multidimensional 
framework tailored to the individual’s clinical context. Recommendations 

 
6 M. Veras, et al., A rapid review of ethical and equity dimensions in telerehabilitation. 

International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, Basel, Switzerland, 2025, 
p. 1901. 
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can be organized across three levels: clinical, organizational, and system-
level (health policy).7 

1. Rigorous Patient Selection for Tele-OT 

Tele-rehabilitation is particularly appropriate for: 
• individuals with mild to moderate motor impairments; 
• patients with stable cognitive functioning; 
• individuals who have reliable family or caregiver support; 
• patients with secure internet access and appropriate digital 

equipment. 
 
Patients who are not ideal candidates include: 

• individuals with severe cognitive impairments; 
• patients with medical instability; 
• individuals at high risk of falls when unsupervised. 

 
An initial face-to-face evaluation is recommended, followed by a 

structured determination of tele-OT suitability. 
2. Adaptation of Interventions to the Home Environment 
Remote interventions should be: 

• ecologically valid, reflecting the patient’s real living 
environment; 

• task-oriented, focusing on functional activities such as 
bathing, cooking, dressing, and mobility; 

• progressively structured; 
• demonstrable and monitorable via video. 

Task-oriented occupational therapy is preferred over isolated exercise 
routines due to its ecological relevance and functional transferability. 

 
3. Standardizing Assessment and Progress Monitoring 

Recommended instruments include: 
• COPM (Canadian Occupational Performance Measure) – 

considered  standard for tele-OT; 
• Barthel Index; 
• Functional Independence Measure (FIM); 
• pediatric-specific scales (e.g., PEDI, WeeFIM). 

 

 
7 H. Shnitzer, A. Chan et al., The safety of telerehabilitation: A systematic review. 

JMIR Rehabilitation and Assistive Technologies, Vol. 121, Toronto, 2025, p. 2. 
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Assessments should be conducted: 
• at baseline, 
• at 4–6 weeks, 
• at program completion. 

 
4. Active Involvement of Family Members and Caregivers 

Family members act as co-therapists, supporting: 
• correct and safe execution of activities; 
• risk prevention; 
• adherence to the therapeutic plan. 

Dedicated caregiver training sessions, separate from patient sessions, 
are strongly recommended. 

 
5. Remote Safety and Risk Prevention 

Safety procedures should include: 
• providing a structured home safety guide; 
• verifying the workspace (furniture, flooring, lighting, 

hazards); 
• establishing an emergency protocol; 
• avoiding high-risk activities without physical supervision. 

 
Recommendations for Medical Institutions and Rehabilitation Centers 

1. Development of Clear Tele-OT Protocols 

Institutions should establish comprehensive protocols that include: 
• explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria; 
• standardized categories of interventions; 
• specifications regarding duration, frequency, and 

therapeutic objectives; 
• structured plans for assessment and reporting. 

 
2. Continuous Professional Development for Therapists 

Essential competencies include: 
• remote occupational assessment skills; 
• effective therapeutic communication in online formats; 
• data security and confidentiality practices; 
• the ability to adapt interventions to real-life home 

environments. 
Tele-OT should be incorporated into university curricula as well as 

postgraduate and continuing education programs. 
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3. Integration of Hybrid Models of Care 

An optimal model includes: 
• an initial face-to-face assessment; 
• a mixed intervention format (online sessions supplemented 

by periodic in-person visits); 
• a final in-clinic re-evaluation. 

This model provides: 
• increased efficiency, 
• enhanced safety, 
• maximum flexibility for patients and clinicians. 

 
Recommendations for Health Policy and Management 
1. Reducing Digital Inequalities  
Recommended strategies include: 

• device loan programs; 
• subsidized internet access; 
• community-based tele-rehabilitation centers; 
• digital literacy training for older adults. 

 
2. Legislative Regulation and Reimbursement for Tele-OT 

It is necessary to ensure: 
• official recognition of tele-OT services; 
• inclusion of these services within reimbursement systems; 
• clear professional responsibility and accountability 

standards. 
 
3. Quality Monitoring and Cost-Effectiveness Evaluation 

Recommended actions include: 
• annual audits of tele-OT interventions; 
• analysis of dropout and retention rates; 
• evaluation of costs relative to functional outcomes; 
• systematic incorporation of patient feedback. 

 
Conclusions 
Tele-rehabilitation represents a valuable component of occupational 

therapy in the context of accelerating digitalization. Growing evidence 
supports its effectiveness in selected areas—particularly post-stroke 
recovery—and highlights its potential to expand access to rehabilitation 
services. While the occupational therapy–specific literature is encouraging, 
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heterogeneity in study designs, methodological limitations, and concerns 
related to equity continue to limit broad, unqualified recommendations. 

Successful implementation requires standardized protocols, robust 
professional training, stringent data protection practices, and active policy 
measures aimed at reducing digital disparities. Future research should 
prioritize well-designed pragmatic randomized controlled trials, long-
term outcome evaluations, and comprehensive cost-effectiveness studies 
to support sustainable policy and practice development. 

Tele-rehabilitation in occupational therapy demands a carefully 
structured approach grounded in rigorous patient selection, standardized 
assessment, specialized therapist training, active family involvement, and 
targeted efforts to reduce digital inequities. When implemented 
effectively, it has the potential to become a durable, safe, and efficient 
component of contemporary rehabilitation. 
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