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Abstract 

VaKE (Values and Knowledge Education) is an intervention tool that seems appropriate for fostering Muslim 

refugees’ integration in Western countries. This paper presents the principles of VaKE and the underlying concept 

for integration. A system of workshops for female refugees (N=95) is described, each lasting three half-days; for 

this purpose, VaKE was enhanced with a behavior-oriented intervention, among other things. Some concrete 

examples of the procedure (including drawings and posters) and general experiences are reported. The procedure 

was well received and the participating women were highly motivated. The paper concludes with some suggestions 

for developing VaKE further. 

German Synopsis 

VaKE (Values and Knowledge Education) ist eine Interventionsmethode, die geeignet erscheint, die Integration 

von muslimischen Flüchtlingen in westlichen Ländern zu fördern. Der Aufsatz präsentiert die Prinzipien von 

VaKE und das der Intervention zugrunde liegende Konzept von Integration. Ein Workshop-System für weibliche 

Flüchtlinge (N=95) von jeweils drei Halptagen wird beschrieben. Für den Anlass wurde VaKE u.a. um eine 

verhaltensorientierte Intervention ergänzt. Einige konkrete Beispiele des Vorgehens (einschließlich Zeichnungen 

und Plakate) und allgemeine Erfahrungen werden dargestellt. Die Workshops wurden von den Flüchtlingen sehr 

gut angenommen, und die teilnehmenden Frauen waren hoch motiviert. Der Aufsatz schließt mit einigen 

Empfehlungen für die Weiterentwicklung von VaKE. 
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1. Introduction

The high number of asylum seekers in most Western European countries has become one of the 

most important political issues across Europe. The main themes of political discussion have 

been about how refugees come to Europe, how to reduce the number of immigrants, who is 

responsible for immigrants, whether they are entitled to stay, and how to return them to their 

home country if they are not entitled to stay. However, there is little political discussion about 

treating immigrants as human beings with the same dignity shown to the citizens of the host 

countries, and little has been done to foster immigrants’ integration beyond providing language 

and values courses and passing laws, thereby restricting integration to a very superficial level 

as well as prohibiting immigrants from displaying in public behavior patterns that refer to their 

culture of origin and particularly to their religion. 

In 2017, the Austrian Integration Fund (Österreichischer Integrationsfonds, ÖIF) 

initiated a pilot project for the integration of recognized female refugees (individuals with a 

positive asylum decree or entitled for subsidiaryprotection) based on the Values and 

Knowledge Education (VaKE) intervention method. VaKE is teaching-learning method that 

combines knowledge acquisition with values education on a constructivist base. Research has 

shown (see, for instance, Patry et al., 2013) that VaKE provides deeper and more sustainable 

learning than the traditional teaching methods used in the values courses offered in Austria. 

VaKE is particularly appropriate for fostering integration because it integrates values and 

knowledge, which in their reciprocal reliance are central preconditions for integration. The 

present paper provides a first account of this project. 

2. VaKE – Theoretical Foundations

The necessity of values education is acknowledged by most educators, teachers, and others 

(e.g., Gruber, 2009a, 2009b). In most teaching-learning arrangements, however, values 

education, if practiced at all, is strictly separated from knowledge acquisition; for instance, in 

school, values education is usually delegated to specific subject areas like religion or ethics. 

Abandoning this strict separation, VaKE aims to integrate values education and knowledge 

acquisition in order to overcome the problem that values without associated knowledge is blind, 

while knowledge without associated values is irresponsible. Values on their own are blind 

because an individual may have the best of intentions but does not have sufficient knowledge 

about the context, conditions, and opportunities to put them into effect. Knowledge by itself is 
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irresponsible because it can be used for good or bad purposes; the latter can only be avoided if 

individuals relate their knowledge with values.  

VaKE has a strong theoretical background (see Figure 1). Its basic underlying principle 

is constructivism (for our interpretation of constructivism see Patry, 2016; Weinberger, 2016). 

The core assumption is that learning is an active process in both the domains of values and 

knowledge: Learners construct new concepts and integrate them into their existing system of 

subjective theories through assimilation or accommodation in the sense of Piaget (1976). The 

teacher provides situations that foster such new constructs. In addition, it is necessary that 

learners test whether the newly constructed concept is viable, i.e., whether it satisfies need; this 

is done through viability checks (Patry, 2014), and it is also the responsibility of the teacher to 

provide opportunities for such systematic viability checks (Weinberger, 2006). 

Constructivism

Assimilation, Accommodation

(Piaget)

Viability

Check

Moral Education 

(Blatt & Kohlberg)
Inquiry-Based Learning

(Reitinger)

Additional Theories

VaKE

Figure 1: Theoretical Foundations of VaKE (based on Patry et al., 2013, p. 564; simplified) 

VaKE starts with a dilemma that addresses opposing values which can only be discussed if 

some contextual knowledge is given. The discussion of this dilemma stimulates moral 

development (Blatt & Kohlberg, 1975). Given the specific construction of the dilemma, the 

learners recognize during the discussion that they need additional information, which they can 

attempt to obtain from any source that is available to them (inquiry-based learning, Reitinger, 

2013). Based on this newly acquired knowledge, they are able to continue their moral discussion 

on a higher level. The learning process is enhanced through techniques like perspective-taking 
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and perspective change (e.g., in role-plays), self-reflection and preflection (anticipating future 

consequences of an action), etc.  

In the course of our research on VaKE, it turned out that several additional theories had 

to be taken into account (Weinberger, in prep.), including: the Cognitive-Affective Processing 

System (CAPS, Mischel & Shoda, 1995); the theory of situated learning (Brown, Collins & 

Duguid, 1989); self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985); the theory of cognitive 

structures (Seiler, 1973); learning through arguments (Kuhn, 2010); and Toulmin’s (2003) 

argumentation model.  

Our research has shown that participants in the VaKE processes acquire at least as much 

knowledge as learners from the control groups who receive traditional teaching. In addition, 

participants are extremely highly motivated, they become more critical and social, and they 

increase their levels of moral competence (Patry et al., 2013; Weinberger, in prep.). We have 

used VaKE in different contexts; for instance, we held a VaKE course about democracy for 

unaccompanied minor male refugees (Patry et al., 2016), which was very much appreciated by 

the participants. 

3. Principles of Democratic Citizenship and Integration

Education

The practice of fostering democratic citizenship and integration as embedded in VaKE requires 

unconditional respect for the following items, in the order in which they are listed: human 

dignity and equal rights; political and civil rights; social and cultural rights; and economic 

rights. This means that five dimensions are addressed: ethics, policy and laws, and the social, 

cultural, and economic dimensions. The core competences to be acquired, then, are ethical and 

value choices (e.g., to value freedom, equality, and solidarity), cognitive (e.g., to know about 

relevant issues and to be able to solve problems), and social (e.g., to cooperate, to resolve 

conflicts in accordance with the principles of democratic law, to take part in public debate) 

(adapted from Audigier, 2000). In the particular target group of Muslim refugees, three 

reference values systems are of special importance: law (as a compulsory reference system), 

religion, and cultural traditions. 
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By integration, we refer to a circumstance whereby the respective person:(1) acknowledges the 

primacy of human dignity and of the democratic principles underlying laws, and 

complies with the laws;  

(2) consciously acknowledges as legitimate the values reigning in the different cultures, 

provided they comply with factor (1); and  

(3) lives these values in a way that fits in with the respective cultures while maintaining 

an appropriate personal balance of consideration for law, religion, and tradition (see also 

Molinsky, 2010).  

VaKE can establish the relationship between the values addressed in this concept of integration 

and the knowledge about principles of human dignity and democracy, the values, rules, and 

customs in the respective cultures, and one’s own beliefs and convictions. Therefore, VaKE 

seems an appropriate tool for fostering democratic education and integration. Since individuals’ 

concrete actions are part of their efforts for integration, VaKE was enhanced with a behavior-

oriented intervention. 

4. Project “VaKE for Female Refugees”

In 2015, we informed the Austrian Ministry for Europe, Integration, and Foreign Affairs, as it 

was then called, about VaKE and its potential for integration. After some discussions with 

officials from the Ministry, we were asked by the Austrian Integration Fund (Österreichischer 

Integrationsfonds, ÖIF; a fund of the Republic of Austria) to design a pilot project for the 

integration of female refugees using VaKE. We proposed a concept (Patry et al., 2017) which 

was approved. The pilot project started in November 2017 and ended one year later with a final 

report. As the report has not yet been officially approved, we are not entitled to publish the 

results of the project; hence in this paper, we can only report on the implementation of the 

project, assessments, and some first experiences and outputs. 

4.1. Implementation 

A total of 95 women participated in eleven workshops in groups of between four and 16 

participants. Of the participants, 49 hailed from Syria, 30 from Afghanistan, five from Somalia, 

four from Iran, two from Iraq, and one each from Dagestan and Yemen. The respective numbers 

of participants depended on accessibility, language, and other issues beyond our influence. Each 

of the workshop sessions lasted three half-days, with the third session taking place about two 

weeks after the second. Some workshops that had been planned could not be implemented due 
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to low sign-up rates and no-shows. The workshops were organized in Vienna, in the city of 

Salzburg, and in several small towns in the states of Upper Austria and Salzburg. Most 

workshops were conducted in Arabic, and some in Dari/Farsi. Each workshop was led by a 

female leader with the help of an interpreter. 

The procedure was adapted to the needs of the respective groups. Table 1 provides the 

prototypical framework which was implemented flexibly by the workshop leaders in 

accordance with the underlying theory as presented above. On the first day, a substantial amount 

of time was required to build trust; for this purpose, the concept of identity was used, discussing 

what it means to be a woman in the home country and in Austria, women’s needs, and factors 

or aspects which are important to participants for their further development.  

Table 1: Prototypical course of the workshops (underlined: VaKE; in italics: outputs which are used for 

assessment purposes; AT: Austria; HC: Home country) 

Day Content Methods 

1 Getting to know 

each other 

Partner interview, introduction of partner during the plenum, drawing oneself, 

keywords, self-presentation in the plenum 

Typical for women 

in AT/HC 

Drawings, keywords; posters 

Self-reflection What is important to me? What do/don’t I like? Drawings, keywords 

Evaluation AT vs 

HC 

Table based on individual work: Negative and positive issues in HC and AT; 

collecting key words, collecting in plenum (posters: Differences HC vs AT) 

Integration Discussion: What is integration? Posters: What is necessary from both sides for 

successful integration? Self-reflection: What would I like to keep or change? 

2 Law, religion, 

tradition 

Poster and discussion. 

Decision-making Decision game: Either/or posters; or poster: how decisions are taken. Relation to 

law, religion, tradition; what is necessary for decision-making? Self-reflection 

and discussions about decision-making and about the need for knowledge for 

decision-making. 

Problems in general What problems do I have in everyday life? Differences HC and AT? Group 

work, posters. 

Concrete problems Dilemma stories adapted to the workshop; discussion, group work, possible 

solutions; collecting possible solutions (posters) and their discussions; 

hypothetical decision and its justification 

Information Information that is required but missing for decision-making; discussions, 

avenues for gathering information, collection in the plenum, own search for 

information 

Decision on 

resolution 

Individual decision on the resolution on which the individual’s work will focus 

for the next two weeks; using prepared resolution notebook 

3 Implementing 

resolution 

Discussion of experiences of implementing the resolution; verbal evaluation of 

whether the notebook was helpful or not 

Enhanced decision-

making 

Further discussion of dilemma stories. How can we solve upcoming future real 

problems? Discussions, posters, possibly final output; summary, maybe using 

role-plays 

Future as women in 

AT 

How do I see myself in the future as a woman in AT? Discussion and drawings, 

reference to the workshop content: Integration, law vs religion vs tradition 

Workshop 

evaluation 

Standardized written questionnaire: Evaluation, what did I learn? 
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Only on the second day was it possible to start with the proper VaKE process, using prepared 

dilemma stories chosen to fit the participants’ interests. Some of them are as follows 

(abbreviated versions); the core question was, “What should the female protagonist do?” 

• Mrs. Sanar has the opportunity to get a job. She is very interested in taking it. Her future

boss says that she has to give up her headscarf (hijab) to get the job.

• Mrs. Sanar’s daughter, Mariam, is 14 years old and goes to a secondary school.

Swimming lessons are on the curriculum, and Mariam wants to take part and wear a

swimsuit like the other girls. The family objects to her participation in the swimming

lessons. Mrs. Sanar does not know what to do.

• Mrs. Sanar had become friends with her Austrian neighbor, Mrs. Gruber. Mrs. Gruber

often asks Mrs. Sanar to go out with her for a meal or a drink. Mrs. Sanar would like to

accept the invitation, but her husband reacts negatively and exerts emotional pressure.

(To exacerbate the story, one can add that the husband exerts physical violence.)

The VaKE process followed a standard procedure (see section 2), but many of its steps had to 

be translated by the interpreter, and it was necessary to explain that VaKE does not mean direct 

instruction but autonomous work; moreover, the role of the workshop leader as a facilitator of 

learning (rather than a teacher) had to be elucidated. Even the information search had to be 

completed autonomously by each participant, in some cases drawing on the technical and 

language support of the interpreter. 

Towards the end of the second day, the women were asked to formulate individual 

resolutions regarding what behavior change they intended to implement over the coming two 

weeks. They recorded their resolution in their resolution notebook, and they were instructed to 

write in the notebook every day, assessing their experience on a four-level rating scale using 

smiley-face icons and reflecting on the following five open writing prompts: This is what 

happened when I tried to implement my resolution; these are my questions; that’s what I would 

like to know; this was important for me today; and further remarks. In some of the courses, the 

participants got daily SMSs reminders to take notes in their notebook; in others this was not 

possible. 

During the third day, experiences of implementing the women’s resolutions were 

discussed, and the VaKE process was continued, resulting in a final output that could take 

different forms, such as a role-play in which the participants enacted roles defending positions 

diametrically opposed to their own, thus providing the opportunity for a change of perspective. 
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Usually the workshops concluded with a discussion about the women’s future with respect to 

integration.  At the very end, participants completed a course evaluation questionnaire. 

4.2.  Example Outcomes 

Because the analysis has not yet been finished and the final report has not been released for 

publication, we can only offer some general impressions of results at this stage. The instruments 

used for data collection are shown in italics in Table 1. Because of language problems, and 

because some of the participants were illiterate, language-based assessments had to be very 

simple, and many women needed the help of the interpreter or conducted individual tasks (e.g., 

self-reflection) in their own language rather than in German. To overcome the language 

problem, for some of the tasks and questions (e.g., What is typical for a woman in the home 

country? What is typical in Austria?), participants were asked to draw their respective ideas. 

One group refused to draw, saying that it was childish, whereas other groups did it with 

enthusiasm. 

Two examples of drawings from two different participants are shown in Figure 2; the 

left-hand side shows drawings about women in the home country, and the right-hand side about 

women in Austria.  

Figure 2: Drawings from two different participants about women in their home country (left: teacher, housewife, 

having a party) and in Austria (right) 
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Figure 3 presents two participants’ wishes for their future life in Austria. The handwriting in 

the left drawing means: an apartment, a car, a job, good health, and good German language 

skills. 

Figure 3: Two participants’ drawings of their wishes for their future in Austria 

Figure 4 presents an individual outcome in table format outlining the positive and negative 

features of the home country and of Austria respectively.  

Positive – Home Country Positive – Austria 

Sociability 

Social contact 

Respect for the parents 

Deciding for oneself 

Treatment 

Punctuality 

All humans are equal 

Being married 

Thinking about the future 

Negative – Home Country Negative – Austria 

Speaking about others 

Jealousy 

Cannot voice one’s opinion 

Thinking that men are better than 

women 

Dress code 

Racism 

Figure 4: Example of a poster about the positive and negative features in the home country and in Austria 

(translated by the authors) 

In addition to such individual work, group posters were produced, usually with the help of the 

workshop leader; participants had to make themselves understood to the workshop leader, thus 

exercising their language skills and experiencing the difficulty of communication, but also the 

Me 



Patry, J.-L., Weyringer, S., & Diekmann, N. (2019). VaKE intervention method: Education for democratic citizenship for 

female refugees. In E. Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, H. J. Abs, & P. Müller (Eds.), Thematic papers based on the Conference 

“Migration, Social Transformation, and Education for Democratic Citizenship” (pp. 191-205). University of Duisburg-Essen: 

DuEPublico. doi: 10.17185/duepublico/47792 

201 

results when it is successful, in a safe and supportive environment. Figure 5 presents an example 

of a group poster, this one showing what is typical for women’s daily existence in the home 

country and in Austria. 

Typical for women 

…in the home country (Syria, Iraq, Somalia) …Austria

Contacts 

Social life 

Speaking, small talk 

Cooking 

Household work 

Not deciding oneself 

Family first 

Shopping 

Students: very high percentage of women 

Driving 

Smoking the water pipe in the café, more so 

than men 

Can work if they want 

Tolerate beatings from husbands because they 

want to hold the family together 

Economic dependency 

Practical 

Highly stressed because of work 

A lot of responsibility 

Living by oneself from 18 years onwards 

Having a boyfriend from 14 years onwards 

Is ambitious 

Household work on the weekend, hence 

constantly occupied 

Autonomous 

Confident 

Everyone works, men and women are equal 

Can get a career, become a boss 

Deciding for oneself 

Separation is no problem 

Late marriages 

Independent 

Figure 5: Example of a group poster about what it means to be a woman in the home country and in Austria 

(translated by the authors) 

These images and outputs shown in Figures 2 through 5 are not representative for the outputs 

created by all participants. Therefore, we do not want to provide specific interpretations; the 

aim is rather to provide an impression of what was done in the workshops. 

The majority of participating women implemented the resolutions that they had 

formulated during the second workshop quite reliably by the third meeting and completed the 

resolution notebook appropriately; during the discussions of the impact of their resolution, the 

women said that they appreciated the approach. Some did not act on their resolutions or did not 

fill in the resolution notebook properly; it is likely that in many cases this was due to language 

problems.  

4.3. Experiences 

From the courses conducted so far, we can report on a first set of experiences. It turned out that 

recruiting and participation were often difficult: First, the family culture of the women was 

important, as sometimes the husband prohibited the participation or the scale of the commitment 

entailed by signing up to the course had not been recognized. Second, it was difficult to reach 
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the women; addressing them personally proved to be the best approach. Third, the time or the 

place of the workshops was not always optimal for the women (e.g., Ramadan and holidays 

required the women’s presence in the family, preventing them from participating; also, 

traveling to the course location was sometimes too complicated for them).  

At the beginning, many of the women were skeptical of the course, but the trust-

enhancing procedure of the first session proved successful, and soon the women participated 

with commitment in all activities and enjoyed them despite their problems with speaking and 

writing. The informal feedback provided was very positive, and many participants said that they 

would recommend the workshops to their peers. It proved to be an advantage that the groups 

were highly heterogeneous in terms of education level, language skills, literacy levels, and 

cultural background, since the participants could help each other to the mutual benefit of both 

the skilled and the less skilled women.  

Although such non-directive interventions are uncommon in the countries of origin, the 

women engaged quickly even in activities that were very unusual to them. At the beginning, it 

was a challenge for many participants to express their feelings and to present arguments to other 

women and thus voice their own opinions and values, but soon they became quite confident in 

doing so. An example was the final role-play that was performed in some groups; some women 

particularly enjoyed assuming a role in which they had to defend the position of Austrian 

women. Further, their reasoning and discussion became more knowledgeable, particularly with 

respect to using the three values reference systems of laws, religion, and family tradition. 

5. Conclusions

VaKE was well accepted, which could be seen in the intense discussions during the sessions. 

Obviously, the method was expedient, which was certainly due to the adaptation of the 

prototypical approach used in previous studies. A key problem was language and that several 

women were illiterate. Hence the information search was difficult in some cases, but the support 

of the interpreter proved very helpful in providing a workaround. We could collect a great 

number of narratives addressing specific issues of VaKE; based on the experiences in these 

workshops, some improvements for the application of VaKE can be suggested. 

It is crucial that the women discover that their statements and opinions are not judged; 

rather they must recognize the workshop as a safe and non-threatening environment, which 

might contrast with their experience of daily encounters with Austrian citizens. It is also 

important that they recognize that they can do more with their language than they thought; this 
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was particularly the case when they communicated with the workshop leader, who did not speak 

their language. In many cases, it was helpful that the interpreter refrained from intervening and 

left the women to try to make themselves understood (e.g., when creating group posters). 

The participants had to look for information instead of being spoon-fed it. This is the 

principle of inquiry-based learning, and for their life in Austria it is important that participants 

should learn that they need to be (pro)active to improve their integration. How individuals could 

move through the process steps of “What do I want to know?”, “What information sources do 

I have?” (e.g., internet, counseling center, mosque), collecting the information, and evaluating 

the information critically (“What is it worth?”), depended on the source(s) available to them. 

Women had to perform the process themselves, and workshop leaders acted only as advisors 

but not as instructors; specifically, workshop leaders were not supposed to perform the tasks on 

behalf of the participants. 

It was important that the participants learned to distinguish between “This is important 

to me,” and “This is the right thing to do.” Both are viability checks in the VaKE sense; 

however, the latter has to have a higher priority, and it is the workshop leaders’ responsibility 

to insist that the distinction is made and to argue for the moral judgment instead of the personal 

preference. And it is also the workshop leaders’ responsibility to remind the participants to refer 

to and differentiate between the three values reference systems of law, religion, and tradition.  

One of the most important issues in VaKE is the integration of behavior-oriented 

intervention techniques. Since the VaKE dilemmas were close to the participants’ everyday 

lives, or in some cases even based on participants’ personal experiences, it was easy for 

participants to formulate resolutions and to put them into practice. Values education in the 

tradition of Blatt and Kohlberg (1975) has often been criticized for not addressing moral action 

(e.g., Becker, 2011). The present study shows that it is possible to integrate action-related 

principles in this particular context. The underlying theory here was not the relationship 

between judgment and action (e.g., Blasi, 1983); instead, techniques based on behavior 

modification were used. The relationship between the two theoretical approaches remains to be 

established. In any case, the experiences presented in this paper show that at an empirical level, 

the combination of the two approaches is possible despite the assumed incompatibility of the 

theories. 
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