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ABSTRACT

Classrooms across the European Union face persistent challenges in achieving equitable inclusion, with marginalized
students encountering systemic barriers such as discrimination, inadequate resources, and social exclusion. Integrating
Olympic values into education systems can foster culturally responsive environments where all students thrive. Through a
comprehensive literature review, the research identifies key inclusivity challenges in European schools, including disparities
affecting minority ethnic, disabled, low-income, and LGBTQ+ students, and proposes a theoretical framework for embedding
Olympic values across curricula, school culture, physical environments, and professional development. The study concludes
by operationalizing this framework into measurable constructs and presenting a logic model with testable propositions to
guide future empirical validation. The findings highlight how Olympic values can serve as European principles to promote
equity, social cohesion, and intercultural dialogue. Excellence shifts focus from competition to personal growth, Friendship
initiatives build cross-demographic connections, and Respect-based programming fosters meaningful engagement with
diversity. The framework emphasizes systemic implementation, arguing that isolated interventions are insufficient for
lasting change. The findings contribute to discussions on inclusive education by offering a practical, value-based approach
aligned with global sustainability goals [SDG 4 and SDG 10]. It provides educators and policymakers with actionable
strategies to address systemic inequities while celebrating diversity. This interdisciplinary study connects educational
policy, critical pedagogy, and sport sociology to present a comprehensive model for transforming schools into inclusive
communities grounded in mutual respect and shared development.
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1. Introduction

Systemic barriers to social inclusion and diversity con-
tinue to pose significant challenges to equitable representa-
tion, access, and acceptance for individuals across different
cultural, racial, ethnic, gender, socio-economic, religious,
sexual orientation, and ability spectrums!'l. Despite growing
awareness and policy efforts, systemic barriers continue to
hinder full participation, particularly in educational settings
where young people develop critical social and cognitive
skills. For youth, fostering inclusion requires environments
where, whether in schools, communities, or extracurricular
programs, all children feel a genuine sense of belonging,
respect, and empowerment, irrespective of their background.
While progress has been made in certain areas, challenges
remain that affect children from various backgrounds!?!. In
Europe, where migration, globalization, and evolving so-
cial dynamics contribute to increasingly diverse classrooms,
there are several challenges related to inclusion and diversity
that need to be addressed. Children often experience bully-
ing and discrimination based on their race, ethnicity, gender
identity, sexual orientation, disability, or socio-economic
status. This mistreatment can lead to emotional distress, de-
creased self-esteem, and hindered academic performance 3.
Addressing these challenges requires a proactive, culturally
responsive approach that goes beyond mere tolerance, ac-
tively celebrating diversity while dismantling structural in-
equities. Integrating values, such as those promoted by the
Olympic Movement, can provide a unifying framework to
foster mutual respect, teamwork, and inclusivity among stu-
dents™). The Olympic values serve as principles that tran-
scend cultural, social, and national boundaries. Integrating
these values into school systems can enhance inclusivity and
diversity ). Europe’s increasingly diverse classrooms face
persistent challenges in achieving equitable inclusion, with
marginalized students encountering systemic barriers such
as discrimination, inadequate resources, and social exclusion.
These challenges are quantified in European-level reports,
which consistently highlight disparities in achievement, well-
being, and resource allocation across member states [®!. This

study explores how integrating Olympic values into educa-

tion systems can foster culturally responsive environments
where all students thrive. To address these challenges, this
study’s aim is to identify and highlight the inclusivity and
diversity challenges in the education system in Europe, intro-
duce a theoretical framework that leverages Olympic values
as a unifying tool, and operationalize this framework into a
testable model with a clear logic model and propositions for
future research.

The findings provide critical insights for educators, pol-
icymakers, and stakeholders working to create inclusive and
equitable learning environments in Europe. It addresses sys-
temic barriers to diversity and inclusion in schools, empha-
sizing the need for culturally responsive strategies that move
beyond superficial measures. The integration of Olympic
values offers a framework to unite students across cultural,
socio-economic, and ability differences while celebrating
diversity. Educators can apply the findings to develop in-
clusive curricula, school activities, and teacher training pro-
grams that empower all students. Policymakers may use
the research to design initiatives combating discrimination,
closing achievement gaps, and fostering social cohesion.
The focus on marginalized groups, including refugees, low-
income, disabled, and LGBTQ+ students, highlights the
study’s relevance in advancing educational equity. The re-
search aligns with sustainability goals, such as reduced in-
equalities [SDG 10] and quality education [SDG 4], demon-
strating how schools can become spaces of mutual respect
and collaboration. Proposing a practical, value-based ap-
proach, this study inspires systemic change, ensuring every

student can thrive in an inclusive society.

2. Materials and Methods

The study adopts a theoretical research methodology,
grounded in a comprehensive review and synthesis of exist-
ing literature on diversity and inclusion in European schools
and the application of Olympic values in educational contexts.
As a conceptual paper, it does not employ empirical data col-
lection but instead analyzes and integrates findings from
scholarly articles, policy documents, and institutional re-

ports to construct a cohesive framework for culturally respon-
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sive education. A targeted review of peer-reviewed articles,
books, and policy reports was conducted to identify relevant
sources on two core themes: (a) challenges and strategies
related to inclusivity and diversity in European schools, and
(b) the role of Olympic values in fostering social cohesion
and equity. Drawing on the synthesized findings, the study
introduces a framework that aligns Olympic values with ac-
tionable strategies for schools. While offering substantive
theoretical contributions, the methodology acknowledges
inherent limitations, particularly its reliance on secondary
data analysis and the consequent need for empirical vali-
dation through future implementation studies across varied
European educational contexts. Nevertheless, by bridging
disciplinary boundaries between educational policy, critical
pedagogy, and sport sociology, this approach ensures rigor
by synthesizing multidisciplinary insights while offering a
practical tool for educators and policymakers to advance
inclusivity through Olympic principles. The resultant frame-
work serves as both an analytical tool for understanding in-
clusion dynamics and a practical roadmap for implementing

Olympic principles in educational practice.

3. Results and Discussion

European education systems have made significant ad-
vances in promoting diversity and inclusion through policy
reforms and pedagogical innovations, yet persistent gaps
remain in achieving equitable learning environments for all
students. Meanwhile, Olympic values offer a transformative
framework that transcends sports, demonstrating potential
to address these educational challenges by fostering social

cohesion and mutual understanding.

3.1. Inclusivity and Diversity Challenges in Ed-
ucation Systems in Europe

Diversity and inclusion are fundamental to school educa-
tion across Europe, creating learning environments where all
students can thrive regardless of their specific circumstances.
Europe’s commitment to these principles manifests through
comprehensive policies and targeted initiatives, which work
to eliminate barriers to quality education!”l. While signifi-
cant progress has been made, education systems continue to
face challenges, including discrimination, unequal access to

resources, and varying levels of inclusive practice implemen-

tation. To address these issues, member states are investing
in specialized teacher training, developing anti-bullying pro-
grams, and promoting common design in learning!®l. The
push for inclusive education particularly benefits students with
disabilities through mainstream schooling approaches that
incorporate assistive technologies and customized learning
plans®). Ongoing efforts focus on bridging remaining gaps
in educational equity through enhanced funding, improved
digital accessibility, and stronger school-community partner-
ships. These collective actions not only transform individual
learning experiences but also strengthen the social fabric of
Europe, reflecting fundamental values of equality, dignity, and
mutual respect[!%). The ultimate goal remains clear: build-
ing education systems that truly leave no child behind while
preparing young Europeans to contribute to an increasingly
diverse and interconnected world. Fostering inclusivity and
diversity from an early age can help create a more accepting
and equitable society where children feel valued and included
regardless of their differences[!!l. The challenges related to
inclusivity and diversity in schools span educational, social,
and societal dimensions, significantly impacting children’s
well-being, development, and future opportunities. These is-
sues are deeply interconnected and require systemic solutions
to ensure equitable access and participation for all students in
the European education system (Figure 1).

Education systems across Europe continue to grapple
with systemic barriers that prevent full inclusion for all stu-
dents. Despite progressive policies and international frame-
works promoting equity, many children still face exclusion
based on disability, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender

identity, and other factors!'?l.

These challenges not only
undermine individual potential but also perpetuate broader
social inequalities. Addressing them requires a comprehen-
sive understanding of the issues and a commitment to trans-
formative solutions. First, students from minority ethnic
backgrounds, including migrants and refugees, frequently
face systemic discrimination that hinders their academic suc-
cess*l. The EU Anti-Racism Action Plan 20202025 high-
lights persistent achievement gaps, with these students expe-
riencing higher dropout rates and lower enrolment in tertiary
education(!®]. PISA 2018 data show that in several EU coun-
tries, immigrant students are more than twice as likely to un-
derperform in reading compared to their native-born peers*).

In some countries, biased admission policies channel minor-
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ity students into underfunded schools, reinforcing cycles of
disadvantage. Linguistic barriers and cultural insensitivity
further marginalize these children, leaving them without the
support needed to thrive. Stereotypes based on race, gender,
disability, or class shape teacher expectations, disciplinary
practices, and peer dynamics['*]. According to the OECD’s
survey, only 26% of teachers in the EU feel well-prepared to

teach in a multicultural or multilingual setting, highlighting

)

a critical training gap that can perpetuate bias[!®l. Implicit
biases lead to disproportionate punishment for minority stu-
dents, gendered tracking in subjects, and low expectations for
disabled learners!!”l. These prejudices create self-fulfilling
prophecies, where marginalized students internalize negative
labels and underperform as a result. Combatting these biases
requires mandatory teacher training, restorative discipline

practices, and student-led diversity initiatives.

Racial and ethnic disparities: Structural discrimination in education
= Students from minority ethnic backgrounds, including migrants and refugees,
frequently face systemic discrimination that hinders their academic success.

| Stereotyping and prejudice: The root of exclusion
= Stereotypes based on race, gender, disability, or class shape teacher expectations,

| disciplinary practices, and peer dynamics.

Inclusivity and diversity challenges in education systems in Europe

| Cultural and religious diversity: Neglect in curricula and policies
= Students from minority religious or cultural backgrounds often struggle with
exclusion and misrepresentation in school environments.

Disability inclusion: Persistent physical and attitudinal barriers

= Students with disabilities encounter multifaceted obstacles in mainstream education,
ranging from inadequate infrastructure to deeply ingrained societal prejudices.

Socioeconomic disparities: The hidden costs of education

= Students from low-income families often attend underfunded schools with fewer
resources, exacerbating the achievement gap.

LGBTQ+ inclusion: A lack of safe spaces

= LGBTQ+ students face alarming rates of bullying and mental health struggles, with
many schools lacking inclusive policies or gender-neutral facilities.

Lack of inclusive curriculum: Curricula marginalize minority voices

= Many curricula fail to represent minority histories, disabilities, and LGBTQ+
perspectives, perpetuating Eurocentric narratives.

Linguistic isolation: The invincible social exclusion

= Students who are linguistically isolated, disabled, or from minority groups often face

| social exclusion in peer interactions and extracurricular activities.

Digital divide: The hidden barrier to education

= The digital divide has left rural, low-income, and refugee students at a severe
disadvantage, with many lacking reliable internet or devices for remote learning.

Limited access to healthcare and support services: Systemic support barriers

| fiostmatinencass o = Refugee and low-mcome students often lack access to essential services like mental

| | health counselling, speech therapy, and nutritional programs.

Figure 1. Inclusivity and diversity challenges in education systems in Europe.

Source: Developed by authors.

The European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive
Education [EASNIE] reports stark disparities, with enrol-
ment rates in mainstream schools across European countries,
indicating vastly inconsistent implementation of inclusive
policy"81. Children from minority religious or cultural back-
grounds often struggle with exclusion and misrepresentation
in school environments. Many European education systems
fail to accommodate diverse traditions, whether through di-
etary requirements, prayer spaces, or inclusive curricula 1,
Alarmingly, only a few European countries collect data on

students’ religious affiliations, making it difficult to identify
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and address discrimination effectively. This lack of visibility
perpetuates ignorance and reinforces stereotypes, leaving stu-
dents feeling alienated. Schools must adopt more inclusive
practices, such as intercultural dialogue programs and flex-
ible policies for religious observances, to foster a sense of
belonging for all students[®). Also, children with disabilities
encounter multifaceted obstacles in mainstream education,
ranging from inadequate infrastructure to deeply ingrained
societal prejudices?”. While the UN Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities mandates inclusive edu-

cation, implementation remains inconsistent. Many schools
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in Europe lack wheelchair ramps, assistive technologies, and
trained support staff, forcing students with disabilities into
segregated settings[>'1. According to the European Agency
for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (EASNIE), enrol-
ment rates in mainstream schools vary dramatically across
Europe, from as low as 0.74% to 100%, reflecting stark

(221 Negative stereotypes further

disparities in accessibility
compound these challenges, with teachers often underesti-
mating the capabilities of disabled students, leading to low-
ered expectations and limited opportunities[©].

Poverty remains one of the most significant barriers
to educational equity. The OECD’s PISA assessments con-
sistently show a strong correlation between socio-economic
status and academic performance across Europe. In some
countries [e.g., France and Slovakia, based on past PISA
reports], the gap in reading scores between the highest and
lowest socio-economic quartiles exceeds 100 points, which
PISA equates to more than two years of schooling. This
means that a student from a low-income background may
be academically two years behind a wealthier peer, simply
due to socio-economic factors!?3!, Also, children from low-
income families often attend underfunded schools with fewer
resources, exacerbating the achievement gap. The European
Commission highlights that disadvantaged students face a
significantly higher risk of underperforming in basic skills
compared to their peers>*. Additionally, the digital divide
has left many without access to online learning tools, further
marginalizing vulnerable students. While some countries,
like Portugal and Latvia, have initiated device-distribution
programs, systemic underfunding and hidden costs (e.g.,
uniforms, field trips) continue to exclude economically dis-
advantaged children from full participation®l. Another crit-
ical challenge has to do with LGBTQ+ students, who face
alarming rates of bullying and mental health issues. Interest-
ingly, many schools lack inclusive policies or gender-neutral
facilities®>). The 2020-2025 LGBTIQ Equality Strategy
report calls for stronger anti-discrimination measures, but
progress remains slow [?°). Moreover, the EU Fundamental
Rights Agency’s LGBTI Survey found over 50% of LGBTI
respondents aged 15-17 had experienced bullying at school,

27

underscoring the urgency of this issue!?”!. Trans students,

in particular, often endure daily indignities, such as being
deadnamed or denied access to appropriate bathrooms 8.

Without comprehensive sex education, LGBTQ+ representa-

tion in curricula, and teacher training on inclusivity, schools
will remain hostile environments for these students?%].

Many European curricula fail to represent minority
histories, disabilities, and LGBTQ+ perspectives, perpetu-
ating Eurocentric narratives. The 2023 Eurydice report on
inclusion notes that only 20% of teachers receive training on
multicultural education, contributing to biased teaching ma-
terials®. This omission not only erases marginalized voices
but also fosters ignorance among students. Revising cur-
ricula to include diverse role models, counter-stereotypical
examples, and critical media literacy is essential for fostering
empathy and understanding 1. Also, students who are lin-
guistically isolated, disabled, or from minority groups often
face social exclusion in peer interactions and extracurricular
activities. This isolation damages self-esteem and academic
motivation®!l. Meanwhile, the digital divide has left rural,
low-income, and refugee students at a severe disadvantage,
with many lacking reliable internet or devices for remote
learning. While some nations have launched initiatives to
bridge this gap, long-term solutions require sustained invest-
ment and policy reform 32,

Finally, refugees and low-income students often lack
access to essential services like mental health counselling,
speech therapy, and nutritional programs[**). This neglect
exacerbates educational inequalities, as unmet health and emo-
tional needs directly impact learning outcomes. Schools must
partner with community organizations to provide wraparound
support, ensuring all students have the resources they need
to succeed[®!. Schools that are purposely designed to value
and empower every child accomplish more than the transfor-
mation of individual lives; the future itself is shaped. Within
such inclusive environments, adaptable and creative thinkers
are cultivated, individuals for whom diversity represents a
strength rather than a barrier. Through this approach, a soci-
ety is built where all talents are allowed to flourish, where
barriers gradually dissolve, and where collective progress be-
comes attainable. Herein lies education’s most profound ca-
pability: not simply the transmission of knowledge, but the
unlocking of human potential for the betterment of society as
a whole. Building inclusive schools demands our collective
commitment. Educators, policymakers, families, and commu-
nity members must unite to: (a) establish equitable policies
that span education, healthcare, and social services; (b) em-
bed diversity education and empathy-building in daily class-
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room practice; (¢) develop curriculum materials that reflect all
students’ experiences; and (d) create robust support systems

through counselling, mentorship, and inclusive activities.

3.2. Olympic Values: The Principles that Excel
Cultural, Social, and National Boundaries

Olympism is a philosophy of life, exalting and com-
bining in a balanced whole the qualities of body, will, and
mind. Blending sport with culture and education, Olympism
seeks to create a way of life based on the joy found in ef-
fort, the educational value of good examples, and respect for
common fundamental ethical principles**. The goal of the
Olympic Movement is to contribute to building a peaceful
and better world by educating youth through sports prac-
ticed without discrimination of any kind and in the Olympic
spirit, which requires mutual understanding with a spirit of
friendship, solidarity, and fair play*>. The Olympic values
encompass ideals that extend beyond the sporting arena and
have a significant impact on youth and society as a whole
(Figure 2).

Excellence

The pursuit of excellence is a fundamental Qad )
Olympic value. It encourages yvoung people %Ré
to strive for their best in all aspects of life, 6:"08(!

not just in sports 2 e

QR

These values, which include excellence, friendship, and
respect, are integral to the Olympic Movement and its impact
on young people. The pursuit of excellence is a fundamental
Olympic value that inspires individuals to push their lim-
its and achieve their highest potential. It encourages young
people to strive for their best not only in sports but also in aca-
demics, careers, and personal growth (3. This principle pro-
motes the importance of setting ambitious goals, maintaining
discipline, and working tirelessly toward self-improvement.
Embracing excellence teaches athletes and individuals re-
silience, dedication, and the value of perseverance. The
Olympic spirit demonstrates that true success comes from
continuous effort, learning from failures, and never settling
for mediocrity. Ultimately, this mindset fosters a culture of
achievement and personal development that extends far be-
yond the competition*”). The Olympics serve as a powerful
platform that unites individuals from diverse backgrounds,
cultures, and nations, fostering a spirit of unity. This grand
event cultivates camaraderie and friendship among athletes
and spectators, breaking down barriers and building bridges

across differences.

Friendship

Friendship is at the heart of the Olympic
Movement. It encourages people to see
sport as an instrument for mutual
understanding between individuals, and
between people all over the world

\Y
O}
(s)

6"‘\\?

«®

@&

Respect

Respect

Respect is at the core of the Olympic values, emphasizing
respect for oneself, for others, and the world around us

Figure 2. The Olympic values.

Source: Developed by authors.

For young people, the Olympics offer invaluable
lessons in understanding, tolerance, and appreciation for
different cultures and perspectives. Witnessing athletes from
around the world compete with respect and sportsmanship
inspires youth to embrace diversity and strive for excellence.
The shared excitement and national pride experienced during

the Games create lasting memories while promoting peace

and mutual respect among nations 81, Respect is at the core
of the Olympic values, emphasizing respect for oneself, for
others, and the world around us. Through sportsmanship and
fair play, the Olympics teach young people the importance of
respecting rules, opponents, teammates, and officials. This
principle fosters unity, understanding, and mutual apprecia-
tion among athletes and nations, transcending cultural and
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political differences. The Games honour diversity and up-
hold integrity, inspiring future generations to embrace respect
in all aspects of life. Whether on the field, in the classroom,
or within communities, these lessons promote harmony and
cooperation. Respect serves as the foundation of a peaceful
and inclusive society, shaping a better world for everyone 3?1
These values play a crucial role in shaping the attitudes, be-
haviours, and perspectives of young people, contributing to
their holistic development and creating a positive impact
on society, and can catalyze creating a more inclusive and

diverse school environment[!.

3.3. Building Inclusive Schools through Olympic
Values: A Unified Approach

Even though building inclusive schools needs a robust

strategy, the Olympic values could enhance a culturally re-

Y'Y

g

Excellence

sponsive education and lead towards the desired direction.
The Olympic values offer a powerful unified tool for driv-
ing systemic change in education. When integrating these
principles into educational systems, schools can foster unity,
celebrate diversity, and create spaces where all students feel
valued and empowered. These principles can unite stake-
holders to transform schools into inclusive spaces where
every child thrives. The introduced framework employs the
Olympic values to create a value-based system that enhances
inclusivity and diversity in schools. This comprehensive ex-
ploration examines how each Olympic value translates into
meaningful educational practice. It presents detailed strate-
gies for implementing and embedding these values across
four key areas: curriculum integration, school culture ini-
tiatives, physical environment adaptations, professional de-
velopment programs, and suggests a system to measure its

overall impact (Figure 3).

b &

Equity in opportunity

Friendship
Social cohesion

Respect
Intercultural dialogue

Encouraging personal best rather
than comparison with others
Recognizing diverse forms of
achievement beyond academics
Creating pathways for all students
to demonstrate their strengths

Building bridges across cultural,
ability, and socioeconomic divides
Promoting cooperative learning and
peer support systems

Developing empathy and social
connection through shared experiences

= Valuing differences as strengths in
the school community

= Teaching conflict resolution and
intercultural understanding

= Modelling dignity in all interactions
between students, staff, and families

¥ ¥ 9
;E E Incorporate Olympic-themed lessons Create role-playing exercises that | Use stories of Paralympic and Olympic
g £ | that highlight diversity in sports and simulate real-world scenarios requiring | athletes to teach resilience and
g ‘E . athletes _ students’ collaboration inclusion
B = Promote "Personal Best" initiatives Implement restorative practices that | Create various events celebrating
f’g" B that encourage students to set and empbhasize respect and conflict . different cultures and abilities
g § . achieve individualized goals | resolution |
=] =& Create physically adaptable Ensure accessible facilities and create | Display visual representations of
% i E environments where all students can inclusive playgrounds and sports | diverse athletes and Olympic values
% = 5 | pursue their personal best | programs with adapted activities . throughout school
g g Train teachers in growth mindset Develop teacher resources for Anti-bias training for teachers to help
g & | pedagogy to reduce comparison-based integrating values education across them recognize and counteract their
E ; | evaluation | subjects | own unconscious prejudices
-] "~ . -

Measuring

impact

\

Track engagement and participation
rates in non-traditional pathways

Assess contlict resolution outcomes
and reduction in disciplinary and
bullying incidents

Monitor climate surveys for
improvements in feelings of belonging

Figure 3. Olympic values as a unified tool to enhance inclusivity and diversity in schools.

Source: Developed by authors.
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The framework proposed above is designed to address
the specific challenges outlined in the previous section, of-
fering a value-based approach aligned with European policy
goals for inclusive education. Through this multidimensional
approach, schools can effectively promote equity in opportu-
nity [Excellence], strengthen social cohesion [Friendship],

and facilitate meaningful intercultural dialogue [Respect].

3.3.1. Excellence: Fostering Equity in Oppor-
tunity

Excellence highlights personal growth and achieve-
ment rather than competition against others®’]. In an ed-
ucational context, this value challenges traditional models
that prioritize standardized testing and comparative grad-
ing, instead advocating for approaches that recognize and
nurture each student’s unique potential %1, At ts core, educa-
tional excellence requires a shift from competitive to growth-
oriented learning paradigms. Traditional grading systems of-
ten create hierarchies that can demotivate students who strug-
gle with conventional academic measures. An excellence-
based framework, by contrast, focuses on personal progress,
encouraging students to set and achieve individualized goals
while developing resilience and self-efficacy. This approach
aligns with contemporary educational research emphasiz-
ing the importance of a growth mindset in student achieve-
ment[*!. Recognizing diverse forms of achievement repre-
sents another critical dimension of excellence in education.
Many students possess remarkable talents in areas beyond
traditional academics, whether in arts, leadership, technical
skills, or emotional intelligence. Schools committed to excel-
lence must develop comprehensive recognition systems that
validate these varied forms of success'*?!. Portfolio-based
assessments, for instance, allow students to demonstrate their
learning through multiple modalities, while expanded award
systems can celebrate achievements in character develop-
ment, creativity, and community service alongside academic
accomplishments*3]. Creating equitable pathways for all stu-
dents requires deliberate structural changes to eliminate sys-
temic barriers. European Design for Learning principles can
help educators develop flexible instructional methods that
accommodate different learning styles and needs. Schools
might implement differentiated learning tracks that allow
students to pursue vocational, artistic, or academic pathways
according to their strengths and aspirations. Such approaches
ensure that excellence is not the exclusive domain of those

who thrive in traditional academic settings, but an attainable
goal for all learners [+,

Implementation of excellence-based education requires
thoughtful curriculum design. Olympic-themed lessons can
powerfully illustrate concepts of perseverance and personal
growth, using athlete stories to demonstrate how dedication
leads to achievement regardless of starting points. Project-
based learning approaches naturally complement this philoso-
phy, as they emphasize process and effort over final products,
allowing students to engage with material in ways that high-
light their individual strengths*). School culture plays an
equally vital role in promoting excellence. ‘“Personal Best”
initiatives can encourage students to set and achieve individ-
ualized goals, while comprehensive showcase events provide
opportunities to celebrate diverse talents across the student
body*®]. Creating physically adaptable environments en-
sures that all students, regardless of ability, have equitable
spaces to challenge themselves and achieve their personal
best. These inclusive designs mirror the Olympic spirit of
leveling the playing field, where excellence is measured by
growth, not just outcomes 7], Professional development for
educators should focus on growth mindset pedagogy and eq-
uitable assessment strategies, helping teachers move beyond
traditional grading paradigms to more holistic evaluation
methods that recognize varied forms of student progress 3.

Measuring the impact of excellence initiatives requires
looking beyond standardized test scores. Schools should
track student engagement across different learning pathways,
monitor participation in enrichment programs, and regularly
assess students’ perceptions of their own growth and poten-
tial. Longitudinal surveys can reveal how excellence-focused
approaches affect students’ academic self-concept and mo-
tivation over time, providing valuable data for continuous

improvement.
3.3.2. Friendship: Building Social Cohesion

The Olympic value of Friendship embodies the power
of human connection across differences!*¥). In school set-
tings, this principle translates to intentional efforts to build
social cohesion among students from diverse cultural, socioe-
conomic, and ability backgrounds. At a time when societal
divisions often manifest in educational spaces, friendship as
an institutional value offers a framework for creating gen-
uinely inclusive school communities*’!. Building bridges
across demographic divides requires proactive programming.
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Cross-grade mentorship initiatives can foster meaningful rela-
tionships between older and younger students, while carefully
structured mixed-ability grouping in classroom activities en-
courages collaboration across skill levels. These approaches
help break down the invisible barriers that often separate stu-
dents in school environments, creating opportunities for au-
thentic connection®®. Cooperative learning models represent
another essential strategy for promoting friendship in schools.
Unlike competitive classroom structures that can isolate stu-
dents, cooperative approaches emphasize shared goals and
mutual support. Peer-assisted learning programs, where stu-
dents take turns teaching and learning from one another, not
only improve academic outcomes but also strengthen inter-
personal bonds. Similarly, team-based challenges that reward
collective rather than individual success help students develop
the skills of collaboration and mutual reliance *!). Developing
empathy and social connection requires creating shared ex-
periences that transcend individual differences. School-wide
service projects, such as community gardens or neighbour-
hood improvement initiatives, give students a common pur-
pose while contributing to the broader community. Cultural
exchange events provide structured opportunities for students
to share and learn about different traditions, fostering mutual
understanding and appreciation. These shared experiences
help cultivate what educational researchers call “collective
efficacy”, the shared belief that a group can work together
effectively toward common goals 32!,

Curriculum integration plays a crucial role in institution-
alizing the value of friendship. Literature studies examining
themes of teamwork and cooperation, using examples from
Olympic history like relay races or team sports, can provide
powerful illustrations of friendship in action331. Role-playing
exercises that simulate real-world scenarios requiring collabo-
ration help students practice conflict resolution and consensus-
building skills in low-stakes environments **. School culture
initiatives should intentionally create structures that foster
friendship. Buddy systems, pairing neurotypical students with
peers who have disabilities, can break down social barriers
while providing valuable support. Restorative practices, in-
cluding community circles, offer regular opportunities for
students to connect on a personal level and resolve conflicts
through dialogue rather than punishment. These approaches
help transform schools from collections of individuals into gen-

uine communities>3). The physical environment of a school

either facilitates or hinders social connections. Thoughtfully
designed shared spaces that encourage interaction, such as
collaborative learning pods or mixed-use common areas, cre-
ate natural opportunities for relationship-building. Inclusive
playgrounds with equipment accessible to students of all abil-
ities ensure that recreational spaces promote interaction rather
than exclusion. Visual displays celebrating diverse student
collaborations and achievements can reinforce the message
that friendship across differences is valued and expected %%,
Developing teacher resources for integrating Olympic values
across various subjects strengthens social cohesion. Educa-
tors should be equipped with tools to design collaborative
learning experiences that build empathy and peer connections.
These resources, such as team-based project templates or con-
flict resolution guides, help students practice social cohesion
through shared academic goals, mirroring the Olympic spirit
of unity 7).

Measuring the impact of friendship initiatives requires
both quantitative and qualitative approaches. Surveys track-
ing the development of cross-demographic friendships can
reveal whether programming is successfully breaking down
social barriers. Reductions in disciplinary incidents and
reported conflicts may indicate stronger peer relationships
and improved conflict resolution skills. Qualitative methods
like student interviews and focus groups can provide deeper
insights into how friendship-focused programming affects

students’ sense of belonging and community connectedness.

3.3.3. Respect: Facilitating Intercultural Dia-
logue

The Olympic principle of Respect provides a founda-
tion for meaningful intercultural dialogue in schools*). In
increasingly diverse educational settings, respect moves be-
yond passive tolerance to active engagement with difference,
creating learning environments where all community mem-
bers feel valued and understood 8], Valuing differences as
institutional strengths requires conscious effort. Regular di-
versity audits of curriculum materials can ensure that all stu-
dents see themselves reflected in what they learn, while mul-
tilingual resources demonstrate respect for students’ home
languages and cultural backgrounds. These efforts commu-
nicate that diversity is not merely accommodated but cele-
brated as an essential aspect of the school community .
Teaching conflict resolution and intercultural understanding

equips students with skills to navigate an increasingly inter-
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connected world 7], Peer mediation programs train students
to help their classmates resolve disagreements constructively,
while cultural competency workshops provide frameworks
for understanding different perspectives. These initiatives
go beyond surface-level multiculturalism to develop gen-
uine intercultural fluency, the ability to communicate and
collaborate effectively across cultural differences!®’. Dis-
playing dignity in all interactions represents perhaps the most
powerful way schools can institutionalize respect. Adult be-
haviour sets the tone for the entire school community, making
it essential that staff consistently demonstrate inclusive lan-
guage, equitable treatment, and zero tolerance for discrimina-
tion. When students observe respect consistently modelled
by teachers and administrators, they internalize these be-
haviours as expected norms rather than abstract ideals (¢!,
Curriculum integration provides numerous opportunities to
reinforce respect. Case studies examining athletes who broke
racial, gender, or ability barriers can spark important discus-
sions about respect in the face of prejudice. Ethical debates
about fairness in competition, doping scandals, or the inclu-
sion of transgender athletes help students deal with complex
questions of equity and respect in real-world contexts[?].
School culture initiatives can make respect visible and tangi-
ble. Various events, such as “Respect Weeks” featuring guest
speakers from diverse backgrounds, provide opportunities
for students to engage with role models who have overcome
prejudice. These initiatives help transform respect from an
abstract concept into a lived practice!%3]. The physical en-
vironment communicates powerful messages about respect.
Accessible facilities demonstrate respect for students with
disabilities, while visual displays celebrating diverse role
models and student achievements reinforce the value placed
on all community members. Even architectural choices, such
as quiet spaces for reflection or allocated areas for cultural
celebrations, can physically express institutional commit-
ments to respect!®. Professional development is essential
for building staff capacity to foster respect. Anti-bias training
helps educators recognize and counteract their own uncon-
scious prejudices, while workshops on culturally responsive
teaching provide concrete strategies for creating inclusive
classrooms. Ongoing professional learning communities can
support teachers in sharing best practices and troubleshooting
challenges related to intercultural education %3],

Measuring the impact of respect initiatives requires a
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multifaceted assessment. Climate surveys tracking students’
feelings of belonging across demographic groups provide
valuable quantitative data, while analysis of participation
rates in intercultural events can reveal whether programming
is successfully engaging diverse populations. Qualitative
methods like student narratives and ethnographic observa-
tions offer deeper insights into how respect manifests in daily

school interactions.

3.4. Operationalising the Framework: A Logic
Model and Testable Propositions

To translate this theoretical framework into an action-
able tool for educators and a testable model for researchers,
it is essential to operationalize the abstract Olympic values
into measurable constructs. This process involves defin-
ing specific, observable indicators that can be tracked and
assessed to evaluate the framework’s efficacy. By estab-
lishing a clear logic model, we can delineate the causal
pathway from intervention to impact and subsequently de-
rive testable propositions that can guide future empirical
validation across diverse European contexts. The core of
this operationalization lies in deconstructing the values of
Excellence, Friendship, and Respect into discrete dimen-
sions applicable to the school environment. Each dimension
is linked to potential metrics that serve as tangible evidence
of the value’s presence and influence. These indicators,
summarized in the table below, provide a roadmap for data
collection through methods such as student and teacher
surveys, structured observations, institutional audits, and
analysis of administrative data (Table 1).

The proposed intervention is structured upon a clear,
sequential logic model that delineates the pathway from foun-
dational resources to transformative societal impact. This
model is predicated on the theory that the infusion of Olympic
values into an educational ecosystem requires more than su-
perficial activities; it demands a systemic, well-resourced,
and strategically implemented approach.

The “inputs”, comprising the Olympic Values frame-
work itself, committed institutional leadership, targeted
teacher training, and dedicated fiscal and temporal resources,
form the essential bedrock. Without these foundational ele-
ments, any subsequent initiatives risk being fragmented, un-
sustainable, or lacking in coherence, thereby failing to achieve

meaningful penetration into the school’s culture and practices.
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Table 1. Operationalizing Olympic values into measurable constructs.

Olympic Value Core Construct Definition (In School Context) Sample Measurable Indicators
e Increase in % of students who set and
The belief that abilities can be review personalized learning goals.
Personal growth mindset  developed through dedication e  Positive shift in pre/post surveys on growth
and effort mindset statements [e.g., “My intelligence
Excellence can be developed”].
\ 0 Q 0 e  Parity in participation rates in
3:. g enrichment/advanced programs across
A The provision of equitable ac- demographic groups [e.g., gender,
Equity in opportunity cess and resources to support di- socio-economic status].
verse pathways to success e  Number and variety of recognized
achievement pathways [academic,
vocational, artistic, civic].
The strength of relationships and e Increase in c.ross-demogra.phic friendships
. [measured via student sociograms or
Social cohesion sense of commumty.a'cross 50° network surveys].
cial, cultural, or ability-based .. . L
Friendship aroups e  Reduction in reported disciplinary incidents

and bullying

b

Collaborative ethos

The institutional prioritization
of cooperation, teamwork, and
peer-to-peer learning.

e  Frequency of cooperative learning strategies
used in classrooms [via teacher logs or
observations]

e  Student survey scores on items like “I learn
effectively with my peers”

Intercultural dialogue

Respect

Active engagement with and
valuing of diverse perspectives,
cultures, and identities

e  Student participation rates in intercultural
events and dialogues.

e Audit scores of curriculum materials for
diversity of representation

@&

Institutional dignity

The consistent demonstration
of respect through school poli-
cies, physical environments, and
adult-student interactions

e % of students from marginalized groups
reporting they feel “respected by teachers
and staff” in school climate surveys.
Accessibility audit scores of school facilities
and digital resources

The conversion of these inputs into action occurs
through the “activities phase”, which encompasses the prac-
tical execution of the strategies detailed across the frame-
work’s dimensions [see Sections 3.3.1 to 3.3.3 above]. These
activities, which include the integration of value-based con-
tent into curricula, the establishment of cross-grade mentor-
ship programs, the adoption of restorative justice practices,
and the conducting of systematic diversity audits, represent
the active intervention components. Their effectiveness is
contingent upon strategic fidelity, that is, how well and con-
sistently they are implemented, and their adaptive integration
into the daily routines and pedagogical fabric of the school,
rather than being treated as standalone or peripheral add-ons.

The immediate, tangible products of these activities are
captured as “outputs”. These are quantifiable metrics such

as the number of educators completing professional devel-

opment, the count of revised curriculum units, the frequency
of hosted intercultural events, or the implementation rate of
new policies. While these outputs do not measure impact
per se, they are critical process indicators. They provide an
initial measure of implementation dosage and reach, serving
as a vital early warning system for initiatives that may be
under-resourced or encountering operational barriers before
their effects on people can be observed.

The ultimate test of the framework’s efficacy lies in its
outcomes, the specific changes in knowledge, attitudes, be-
haviours, and systems within the school community. These
outcomes are conceptualized as occurring along a temporal
continuum. Short-term outcomes include shifts in internal
states and interpersonal dynamics, such as enhanced student
self-efficacy, the development of a growth mindset, improved

peer relationships, and increased teacher cultural competence.
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These are the initial signs that the values are being internal-
ized. Medium-Term outcomes represent the consolidation of
these shifts into more significant, institutional-level changes.
This includes the narrowing of persistent achievement gaps,
measurable improvements in school climate surveys, and a
statistically significant enhanced sense of belonging among
historically marginalized students.

These outcomes indicate that the intervention is not
only changing individuals but is beginning to alter the insti-
tutional fabric. The long-term outcome is the crystallization
of these changes into a sustainable, equitable, and inclusive
school culture. The goal is for the Olympic values to become
fully embedded and self-perpetuating within the school’s
identity, ultimately shaping students into engaged, ethical
citizens who carry these principles of excellence, friendship,
and respect into wider society. This long-term impact tran-
scends the school walls, contributing to the broader societal
goals of cohesion and reduced inequalities as outlined in the
UN Sustainable Development Goals.

Based on this logic model, the following testable propo-
sitions are proposed. These propositions form the hypotheses
for future empirical studies aiming to validate the introduced

framework:

e Proposition I: The degree of implementation of
Excellence-based strategies [operationalized as the
prevalence of personalized learning and diversified
recognition systems] will be positively correlated with
a narrowing of the academic performance gap be-
tween students from high and low socio-economic back-
grounds.

e  Proposition II: Schools with higher fidelity of im-
plementation of Friendship-building initiatives (op-
erationalized as the frequency of structured cross-
demographic mentorship and cooperative learning) will
demonstrate a significantly greater increase in social
cohesion and a greater reduction in reported incidents
of social exclusion and bullying compared to control
schools.

e  Proposition II1: The extent of Respect-based program-
ming [operationalized through comprehensive anti-bias
training and inclusive curriculum audits] will predict
higher levels of intercultural competence among staff
and a stronger sense of belonging and dignity reported

by students from marginalized groups [e.g., minorities,

LGBTQ+ students, students with disabilities].

The articulation of these measurable constructs, logic
pathways, and formal propositions effectively transitions
the framework from a theoretical concept into an empiri-
cally grounded model. This structured approach furnishes
educators and policymakers with a clear blueprint for sys-
tematic implementation, while simultaneously establishing
a foundation for rigorous evaluation. Consequently, this
work addresses a pivotal advancement in the promotion of
evidence-based practices for inclusive education throughout

Europe.

3.5. Synopsis of the Findings

The systematic integration of Olympic values offers
schools a comprehensive framework for transformative
education. When embedding these principles across the
curriculum, culture, physical environment, professional
practice, and assessment systems, educational institutions
can create learning communities that truly prepare students
for engaged citizenship in a diverse world. The excel-
lence paradigm shifts educational focus from competition
to personal growth, ensuring all students have pathways to
recognize and develop their unique strengths. Friendship-
building initiatives foster genuine social cohesion across de-
mographic divides, creating school communities where dif-
ference becomes a source of connection rather than division.
Respect-based programming moves beyond surface-level
multiculturalism to facilitate deep intercultural dialogue
and understanding.

Implementation requires sustained commitment and
systemic alignment. Isolated initiatives, no matter how well-
intentioned, will fail to create lasting change. Only when
these values permeate all aspects of school life, from class-
room instruction to playground interactions, from adminis-
trative policies to physical spaces, can they achieve their full
transformative potential. The measurable outcomes justify
the investment. Schools embracing this framework typically
see improved academic engagement across student popula-
tions, stronger peer relationships, reduced conflict, and en-
hanced feelings of belonging, particularly among historically
marginalized groups. Perhaps most importantly, students de-
velop the values and skills needed to build a more equitable
and harmonious society beyond school walls.

In an era of increasing social fragmentation, the
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Olympic values offer more than just an athletic ideal; they
provide a blueprint for educational institutions committed
to developing not merely skilled workers, but also ethical
citizens and compassionate human beings. The challenge
for schools is not simply to admire these values from afar,
but to bring them to life in every classroom, corridor, and
courtyard. Adopting the unifying framework of Olympic
values allows schools to transform into truly inclusive com-
munities where every student can excel, form meaningful
connections, and experience genuine respect. This approach
transcends basic accommodation, cultivating educational
environments that celebrate human diversity as our collec-
tive strength. Inspired by principles of fair play, mutual
understanding, and personal excellence, schools become
spaces where differences are valued rather than merely tol-
erated. Students learn to appreciate varied perspectives,
collaborate across boundaries, and recognize their shared
humanity. Such an environment not only nurtures indi-
vidual potential but also builds a foundation for a more
harmonious society where respect and inclusion become

natural ways of interacting.

4. Conclusions

This study underscores the transformative potential of
integrating the Olympic values of Excellence, Friendship,
and Respect into educational systems as a framework for
fostering inclusivity and diversity in European schools. The
persistent challenges of discrimination, social exclusion, and
inequitable access to opportunities demand systemic and
measurable solutions that transcend superficial measures.
The proposed operationalised framework demonstrates how
Olympic values can serve as common principles to bridge
cultural, socio-economic, and ability divides, providing a
testable model for creating learning environments where all
students thrive.

The findings highlight three key conclusions. First, the
value of Excellence shifts the educational paradigm from
competition to personal growth, ensuring equitable pathways
for students to recognize and develop their unique strengths.
By adopting growth-oriented assessment models, diversi-
fied recognition systems, and established learning principles,
schools can dismantle systemic barriers that marginalize
students with disabilities, low-income backgrounds, or un-

conventional talents. Second, Friendship initiatives foster
genuine social cohesion by building bridges across demo-
graphic divides. Cooperative learning models, cross-grade
mentorship, and shared service projects cultivate empathy
and collective efficacy, transforming schools into communi-
ties where differences become sources of connection rather
than division. Third, Respect-based programming moves
beyond token multiculturalism to facilitate deep intercultural
dialogue. Through curriculum audits, anti-bias training, and
inclusive policies, schools can institutionalize respect as a
lived practice, empowering students to engage with diversity
as a collective strength.

The relevance of this research extends beyond theo-
retical contributions to providing significant practical and
empirical utility. Through the operationalization of core val-
ues into a logic model with testable propositions, the study
furnishes both actionable strategies for practitioners and a
rigorous empirical roadmap for researchers. It offers a struc-
tured guide for educators, policymakers, and stakeholders
committed to advancing equity in education, while also sup-
plying scholars with a clear framework for validating its
impact. For educators, the framework provides a blueprint
for redesigning curricula, pedagogical practices, and school
cultures to align with Olympic principles. Policymakers
can leverage these insights to design initiatives that combat
discrimination, close achievement gaps, and promote social
cohesion [aligning with global sustainability goals like SDG
4: Quality Education and SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities].
The study also addresses critical gaps in existing literature by
bridging disciplinary boundaries between educational policy,
critical pedagogy, and sport sociology, offering a holistic
approach to inclusivity.

At a time when societies are growing increasingly di-
vided, the Olympic values provide more than an athletic
ideal; they offer a roadmap for cultivating ethical citizens
and compassionate societies. The challenge for schools lies
not in passive admiration but in active integration, embed-
ding these principles into every facet of institutional life.
This will help schools to transcend traditional boundaries of
accommodation, becoming a space where diversity is cele-
brated, equity is prioritized, and every student is empowered
to excel. This approach not only transforms individual lives
but also lays the foundation for a more harmonious and

inclusive future.
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4.1. Limitations

While this study provides a robust theoretical frame-
work for integrating Olympic values into education, several
limitations must be acknowledged. The research relies on sec-
ondary data analysis rather than empirical evidence, meaning
its practical efficacy remains untested in real-world school
settings. Future studies should implement and evaluate the
framework across diverse European contexts to assess its
scalability and adaptability. Also, the proposed framework
assumes institutional willingness and resource availability,
which may vary significantly across schools. Factors such as
funding constraints, teacher training gaps, and administrative
resistance could hinder implementation.

Additionally, cultural differences between European
nations may influence how Olympic values are interpreted
and applied, requiring localized adaptations. The specific
study does not account for potential resistance from stu-
dents, parents, or communities who may perceive value-
based education as secondary to academic achievement.
Measuring long-term behavioral change, such as sustained
inclusivity or reduced discrimination, also presents method-
ological challenges that were beyond the scope of this con-
ceptual paper. Finally, the framework’s reliance on Olympic
ideals may inadvertently overlook other effective inclusiv-
ity strategies, such as indigenous or community-specific
approaches or even school strategies and polices. Despite
these limitations, this study lays critical groundwork for
reimagining inclusive education through common princi-

ples.

4.2. Future Research Avenues

This study highlights several critical directions for fu-
ture investigation. Subsequent research must pursue empiri-
cal validation through implementation studies across diverse
European contexts, utilising the measurable constructs and
testable propositions outlined in this study. These investiga-
tions should employ metrics aligned with established Euro-
pean data collection frameworks, such as PISA well-being
surveys and Eurydice indicators, to quantitatively assess the
framework’s efficacy in closing the identified equity gaps
and fostering inclusive learning environments. Comparative
research could identify contextual factors that enhance or

hinder the successful adoption of Olympic values in schools.

Second, researchers could explore integrative approaches
that combine Olympic values with established pedagogical
models. Such synergies could develop more comprehen-
sive frameworks that address both academic achievement
and social-emotional development while respecting local
educational traditions.

Additionally, there is a need for policy-oriented re-
search examining how national education strategies and fund-
ing mechanisms can support the sustainable implementation
of value-based education. This includes analysis of teacher
training requirements, resource allocation models, and ac-
countability measures that ensure long-term institutional
commitment. Finally, interdisciplinary collaborations should
develop robust assessment tools to measure both quantitative
outcomes, such as academic performance, disciplinary inci-
dents, etc., and qualitative impacts such as school climate,
student wellbeing, etc. Such research partnerships could
bridge the gap between academic theory, educational prac-
tice, and policy formulation, creating actionable roadmaps
for systemic change. These investigations would signifi-
cantly advance our understanding of how strong values can
transform educational systems to meet contemporary societal

challenges.
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