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ABSTRACT

The article focuses on analyzing spatial practices of upper-secondary grammar
school students in the specific environment of the divided town Cesky Té&sin/
Cieszyn and the divided cultural-historical region of Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia in
the Czech-Polish borderland. Previous research on adults showed the city
and the region as examples of successful cross-border integration in Central
Eastern Europe. The text employs mental mapping in Gould’s sense, bringing
deeper analysis of spatial practices and border perception of young people.
Students from three typologically similar schools were questioned for the
most comprehensive view. Substantial level of cross-border integration was
found only among the students from the bilingual school in Cesky T&sin,
with Polish as a first language, focused on youth from the Polish minority
living in Czechia. Students from schools for majority populations both in
Cesky T&3in and Cieszyn manifested only scarce pragmatic cross-border
activities. Apart from mental distance, the vast majority of respondents see
their future outside their home region despite its distinct regional identity.
Furthermore, mental mapping proved to be a suitable method to study
cross-border practices, enhancing accessibility and inclusivity and offering
valuable visual aids for analyzing and interpreting data on cross-border
interactions.
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Introduction

The town of Cesky Tésin/Cieszyn, divided by the Olza River between Poland
and Czechia, is place with the highest density of cross-border interactions
along the mutual border (B6hm 2023; Kajta and Opitowska 2022; Pészto
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etal. 2019). In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic led to restricted border cross-
ing. This sudden impossibility to cross the border pointed to substantial
cross-border movements, mainly due to the significant number of Polish
workers employed on the Czech side. Interestingly, the survey done by the
Euroregion Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia (ERTS) (Kasperek and Olszewski 2020)
revealed that many residents on both sides of the town viewed it as a
unified living space, where daily social interactions transcended the border
(Bohm 2021; Kajta and Opilowska 2022; Olszewski 2021). This article
focuses on upper-secondary grammar school students from the divided
town and employs mental maps to analyze whether their social practices
involve one, or both sides of the border.

Findings mentioned in the first paragraph could be considered surprising.
Durand and Decoville (2020) identified six principle macroregional patterns of
cross-border integration (CBI). They took into account the intensity of cross-
border practices (the functional dimension of CBI), the level of mutual social
trust between border populations (the ideational dimension), and the involve-
ment of stakeholders in cross-border cooperation projects (the institutional
dimension). According to their modelhe highest level of CBI is in the “old
EU/EU core” alongside the Rhine and the Nordic countries, with a high
level of mutual trust and relatively lower importance of the EU Interreg
program. In contrast, the Eastern European “new-new cooperation” is con-
sidered less integrated and dependent on EU programs, with a low mutual
social trust between populations living on either side of the border and a
low interpenetration of neighboring border territories by the populations.

Another surprising outcome from the survey was that its participants
pointed out that pandemic-related border closures limited their (or their
children’s) access to education on the opposite side of the border, emphasiz-
ing the need to explore the cross-border dimensions of the spatial behavior of
pupils and students in this divided town. This discovery was particularly sig-
nificant, considering that CBI in education within the entire EU lags behind
integration in other areas of human activities. Educational CBI is also under-
researched, especially in Central Eastern Europe. Béhm et al. (2023) recently
attempted to shed light on the cross-border educational links in Cesky Tésin/
Cieszyn. The European Commission’s report (2021), which focused on
border regions, pointed out the lack of systematic efforts in promoting
youth mobility, training and job-seeking across borders, hindering the max-
imization of available demand and supply in the broader cross-border
region. Frequent cross-border social interactions among adults were revealed
in the ERTS (Kasperek and Olszewski 2020), and the findings in the report
motivate us to discover the cross-border practice in various spheres of life
of young people studying grammar schools in the town with a particular
focus on their spatial aspects. These people epitomize a future of cross-
border ties in the region. Of course, their spatial practices and plans are
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partly conditioned by adults, especially their parents and family members,
but there are also activities they do entirely on their own.

This study explores the suitability of mental mapping as a tool for diagnos-
ing the actual level of complex spatial practices among grammar school stu-
dents from both parts of Cesky Tésin/Cieszyn. We explore whether they
perceive and live in the divided town as a cross-border one, have a cross-
border identity, and view the other side as an integral part of their lives. We
observe their activities in the divided town and related historical region of
Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia. We hypothesize that there is a limited volume of
cross-border movement of grammar school students in this divided town.
Based on the presence of Polish minority schools in the Czech part, we antici-
pate that students from the Polish minority schools in Czechia cross the border
most often (Bohm and Drapela 2017; Bohm 2022; Bohm et al. 2023; Gajdzica
and Kubiczek 2012). Based on the first author’s insider knowledge of the
region, (ethnic) Czechs are expected to exhibit the lowest number of social prac-
tices crossing the border. Students from the Polish side of the border are expected
to be somewhere in between because of the presence of the autochthonous Polish
minority on the Czech side and the cultural-historical proximity connected to the
concept of Zaolzie, as explained in the description of the studied area.

Theoretical framework
Studying cross-border regions and divided towns

Free border crossing and the developed cross-border cooperation (CBC)
became two important EU narratives among their exponents (Scott 2016).
Multi-level governance, EU regional cohesion policies, the Europe of
Regions discourse, and an increase in paradiplomatic activities of sub-
nation state authorities supported a consensus among border scholars on
rescaling Europe with an increasing influence of regional and local actors
from a cross-border perspective (Hooghe and Marks 2003; Keating 1998;
Klatt 2019; Scott 1999; Telo 2007; Warleigh-Lack, Robinson, and Rosamond
2011). Next to the Erasmus, the CBC belongs to the most tangible successes
of the European integration process. In the post-communist EU, the level of
CBI and cross-border trust is generally considered weaker than in the “old
EU” despite a robust utilization of European cooperation tools (Durand
and Decoville 2020). This disproportion of CBI can also be applied to
divided cities. In Western Europe, divided cities mostly emerged centuries
ago, so time healed wounds. Moreover, the collaborative approach under
regional integrations has existed for a longer time. In contrast to divided
cities in the “new EU” with lower CBI and the extreme example of Nicosia
(Boedeltje, van Houtum, and Kramsch 2007), they function as unified
spaces, and border-crossing is frequent and unaware.
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The research on divided cities goes beyond Europe but primarily focuses
on cities divided by ethnic and religious (Silver 2010) or economic bound-
aries (Madrazo and van Kempen 2012). Cities divided by international
borders are not so frequent and well researched. This fact, connected to
the specific border history in Europe and our focus on the region in the
heart of the continent, led to our preference for European information
sources. Divided towns have become emblematic of European integration,
with borders gradually losing their divisive role and these “bridge towns”
moving towards increased unity (Joenniemi and Sergunin 2011). These
towns have served as models for post-conflict reconciliation in numerous
European border regions (cf. Bshm 2022). Cesky Té3in/Cieszyn can also
be considered as part of this model, despite the fact that Seven-day War hap-
pened more than a century ago (1919). When it comes to the assessment of
levels of CBI, the opinions of border scholars are diverse. According to
Debicki and Tamadska (2014), interactions are predominantly limited to
impersonal actions, suggesting that divided twin towns are far from being
integrated or reunited urban entities. Conversely, Joenniemi and Sergunin
(2011) contended that “... the twin city concept has empowered several
cities to embrace new ways of existence and interaction. Providing a fresh
and broader perspective to the twin city concept and applying it in a
cross-border context represents a specific aspect of an increasingly integrated
political landscape”.

Kajta, Makaro, and Debicki (2023) focused on divided towns in Central
Europe. Such places have a specific geographical location proximate to the
border, combined with a peripheral position to the center, and they use
the border as a foundation for becoming locally important cross-border
actors. There are internal discrepancies (asymmetries) in the cultural and
educational cooperation, including bilingual activities on both sides of the
border, and the historical heritage — yet often troubled - plays a significant
role. Lastly, there is an active — and in the case of the studied divided
town certainly above-average, in the context of the entire borderline - par-
ticipation within (integration-oriented) EU structures and initiatives for
cross-border cooperation, translating into many implemented joint projects.
ERTS, with its Polish minority living on the Czech side and Cesky Tésin/
Cieszyn as its seat, is usually perceived as the most integrated part of the bor-
derland with a high volume of multiple cross-border flows (Bohm 2022;
Opiota and Bohm 2022; Paszto et al. 2019), where the CBC contributed to
the mutual post-conflict reconciliation (Béhm 2023). Reconciliation in
divided regions or cities is vital due to the historical clash of nationalisms
and related resentments on both sides of the border (Mdacha, Krticka, and
Lassak 2018). Bollens (2007) observes nationalism in divided cities defined
in a broader sense.
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The CBI can also be partly attributed to the presence of the Polish min-
ority in the Czech part of the divided town: it acts as a bridge in the CBC
in the region through cooperation, especially in the cultural field, with
their kin-state (cf. Bohm 2022; Debicki and Zenderowski 2021; Kajta and
Opitowska 2022; Kajta, Makaro, and Debicki 2023). Minorities have the
potential to facilitate inter-ethnic relations between groups within a state
and also in a transnational dimension, especially (but not only) in the field
of culture (Kurowska-Pysz and Puksas 2020). The shared regional identity
and the Meiénkieli language, understood on both sides, bolster the coopera-
tive efforts of twin towns Tornio (Finland) and Harapanda (Sweden),
demonstrating how cultural and linguistic commonalities can enhance
cross-border relations (Prokkola 2021). These towns have established a
long-standing tradition of cooperation since the 1960s, supported by the
Nordic North Calotte program. Their collaboration has been institutiona-
lized through various EU-funded initiatives, which has enabled them to
enhance economic development and attract investments (Prokkola 2019).

Kaisto (2017) utilized a spatial model influenced by Lefebvre’s spatial
triad (Lefebvre 1974), which differentiates between “perceived space
(material space as experienced in daily life), conceived space (abstract
space), and lived space (subjectively experienced space)”. She contends
that individuals are inclined to connect with a twin city if their perceptions
of its space and their actual experiences in that city involve its both sides.
Kaisto suggested a greater focus on understanding how residents perceive
twin cities as abstract concepts and practical spaces within their daily lives.
Kajta, Makaro, and Debicki (2023) pointed at a recent boom of “narra-
tives-oriented” divided-town scholarship and asked for more in-depth
inquiries into the dynamic nature of the relationships in divided towns.
Our research, showing regular cross-border activities and perceptions of
the part of a divided town/region behind the border, is a response to
these calls.

Mental mapping analysis as a methodological tool

Mental maps are being used in several disciplines (geography, psychology,
behavioral sciences, history, and others). Over time, the term “mental
maps” has gained several meanings (see Didelon et al. 2011; or Musolino
2018, who summarize fundamental approaches of conceptualizing mental
maps and discuss the differences between cognitive, mental, and sketch
maps). Following Gould and White (1974) and Lee, Hitchcock, and Lei
(2018), we define mental maps as spatially organized preferences reflecting
individuals’ spatial proclivities and opinions. We draw on vast, long-term
research using mental maps to learn about pupils’ spatial perceptions
(Kim 1987). According to Lee, Hitchcock, and Lei (2018), this way of
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defining mental maps allows us to analyze how specific places are perceived,
rated, and ranked by an individual or group.

Mental maps help form spatial intelligence and are often used to analyze
respondents’ perception of place, space and different environments (e.g.
Gould and White 1974; Hayden 1997; Saarinen 1984). The content of each
mental map is based not only on respondents’ previous background and
formal knowledge but also on their experiences, which generates a unique
view of the region or specific area. Following Gieseking (2013), Holmén
(2018), and Lee, Hitchcock, and Lei (2018), we believe that mental maps
can provide a useful lens into the ways people produce, experience and per-
ceive space. We consider them practical tools for representing people’s mem-
ories, experiences, and associations. Even Go6tz and Holmén (2018) agree
that mental maps have the potential to not only explain how collectives
and individuals perceive the world and their environment but also reveal
biases of objectified cartographic knowledge. Pearsall et al. (2015) conclude
that mental maps are handy for representing feelings, emotions, and
experiences.

Lee, Hitchcock, and Lei (2018) also note that mental maps can make up
for the shortcomings of questionnaire surveys that restrict respondents’
expressions since they reveal the direct interaction between an individual
and his surrounding environment and provide various interpretations of
people’s spatial perceptions (Eden 2004; Jansen 2011). In addition to under-
standing respondents’ spatial perceptions, we believe mental maps can con-
tribute to exploring spatial patterns of grammar school youth in the Czech-
Polish divided town.

Over time, two main strategies for approaching mental maps as a meth-
odological tool have developed. The first one originates in the work of
Lynch (1960), whose method of having participants sketch, describe, and
label maps has served as the basis for other mental mapping studies (Giesek-
ing 2013). The second one is based on offering participants an already-drawn
map and asking them to label it or at least some aspects of it (Gould and
White 1974). In this article, we rely mainly on Gould’s perspective, which
allows for a deeper analysis of the role of borders within the perception of
Czech and Polish students.

Mental mapping is an effective method for comparing perceptions of
place, space, and environment. A contemporary example is provided by Reu-
champs, Kavadias, and Deschouwer (2014), who measured territorial conflict
by comparing mental maps, or Ben-Ze’ev and Yvroux (2018)’, who disclosed
conceptions of Palestine and Israel held by French and Israeli grammar
school students. Gillespie (2010) implemented mental maps comparison to
contrast the influence of Amish and non-Amish socialization on the
Amish and non-Amish children within a specific rural neighborhood, and
Holmén (2018) compared mental maps of students in 10 cities in the
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Baltic Sea and Mediterranean regions. A specific method related to mental
mapping was also used by Wilde (2007). Based on in-depth interviews he
created the final mental maps himself. He applied it in the Afghan city of
Herat, located in the region bordering which borders Iran and Turkmeni-
stan. The city and the region are inhabited predominantly by Persian-speak-
ing Tajiks. He further identified quite strong positive emotions towards the
Herat Province and Iran within the territory of the historical land of Khor-
asan and negative attitudes towards the capital and southern provinces
inhabited by the dominant ethnicity in Afghanistan, Pashtuns. Although it
was united centuries ago, Khorasan can be perceived as a divided region.

All the studies cited above are quite rich in their results. Even though they
come to different conclusions, together they stand as a prove, that mental
maps provide rich qualitative data that can be used to understand how indi-
viduals and groups experience, navigate, and value spaces. Other methods,
such as surveys or GIS, may provide more quantifiable or objective data,
but mental maps excel at uncovering the subjective and emotional dimen-
sions of spatial relationships.

Furthermore, Smiley (2013) used mental mapping analysis to shed some
light on preserving spatial segregation in present-day Dar es Salaam. These
studies, all of which follow a similar methodological approach, were based
on comparing different mental maps among respondents representing
diverse ethnic, religious or national groups or environments. Following
Ben-Ze’ev and Yvroux (2018), we believe such studies can reveal implicit
spatial sensitivities that guide people and might even be unaware of.

We attempt to shed some light on spatial practices and possibly the percep-
tions of the divided town/region by employing mental mapping methods.
Despite the benefits of the mental mapping approach, their use in border
studies has been relatively minor. Scholz (2011) employed mental maps in
her dissertation on how young individuals viewed the Saar-Lor-Lux Euroregion,
and she identified somewhat amusing cross-border spatial patterns, for instance,
attending bars on the other side of the (Franco-German) border. Sandberg
(2016) used mental mapping to investigate how young Germans and Poles uti-
lized and envisioned the twin cities of Gorlitz and Zgorzelec along the German-
Polish border. Kaisto and Brednikova (2019) and Kaisto and Wells (2021)
adjusted the mental mapping method to a borderland context focused on the
children’s and youth’s perception of the Finnish-Russian border to understand
better the complexity of the bordering processes and how borders and border-
ing are related to young people’s territorial identifications.

Case study area

Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia is a cross-border region with an area of 2,283 km®.
This region is historically part of Austrian Silesia and is known as Té$inské
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Slezsko in Czech and Slask Cieszynski in Polish. The studied region is
depicted in the figures below, and the borders of Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia
are outlined in Figures 2, 4 and 6. In 1920, the region was divided
between Poland and Czechoslovakia, and also the unified town TéSin/
Cieszyn was split into two new settlements, Cesky Tésin and Cieszyn.
The western Czech territory covers 1 276 km?, while the eastern Polish
part covers 1 007 km? (Pavlatka et al. 2023). Both territories share
similar physical-geographical patterns, with lowland valleys in the north
and foothills and the Beskydy/Beskidy Mountains in the south. Throughout
history, Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia was considered a peripheral region from the
perspective of the capitals of superior political entities, such as Vienna,
Prague, and Warsaw. Even after World War I, it maintained an uncertain
political status, marked by armed conflict, the Seven-day War in 1919
between Poland and Czechoslovakia, and the one-year occupation of the
Czechoslovak part of Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia by Poland after the Munich
Agreement in 1938. Some Poles still perceive the war in 1919 and the div-
ision of the region as unfair. They refer to the Czech part of the ERTS (dis-
tricts Karvina and Frydek-Mistek), where 23,441 inhabitants still declare
Polish ethnicity (Czech Statistical Office 2023), as Zaolzie, the area
beyond the Olza River from the point of view of central Poland. The
regional identity, represented by the Silesian dialect, folklore, and high reli-
giosity, remained strong despite the existence of a strict national border.
Importantly, the existence of local dialect, which is somewhere between
Polish and Czech, makes the language barrier rather low in the divided
town — which is not the case in the remaining part of the border, where
the different languages complicate mutual interactions. After the fall of
communism in 1989, the socio-economic developments revitalized socio-
economic connections, fostering cross-border identity and reinforcing
the regional affiliation to the region, which was strong during the Habsburg
era (Elbel 2022). Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia largely corresponds to the Eurore-
gion of the same name, established in 1998, successfully promoting CBC
and development (Bohm and Drépela 2017).

Administratively, the Czech part of T¢sin/Cieszyn Silesia belongs to
the Moravian-Silesian Region and the Polish part to the Silesian Voivo-
deship.' Despite the developed road and railway network, which crosses
the borders, cross-border public transport in the ERTS, even between Cesky
Tésin and Cieszyn, is insufficient. The area witnesses pragmatic cross-border
flows focused on shopping, observable on the entire Czech-Polish border
and caused by lower prices of food and petrol on the Polish side, and
work in the case of Poles commuting to work in Czechia. Tourism is
another reason for crossing the border. Specific flows are also connected
with the Polish autochthonous minority on the Czech side and its manifold
(cultural, family, language) ties with Poland.
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Methodology

Several studies have employed mental maps as a methodological tool to
understand better how people make sense of their environment and how
they perceive it (Gillespie 2010; Saarinen 1984). Even though mental
mapping has been widely used across social science research and in many
geographical subfields for these purposes (Ben-Ze’ev and Yvroux 2018;
Holmén 2018; Kitchin and Blades 2002), its potential within cross-border
studies has not been fully addressed yet. For that reason, this qualitative
study employs mental mapping analysis to identify spatial patterns of
grammar school students in the divided town.

Respondents

To address the objectives outlined in this article, aimed at assessing the
current level of complex spatial practices among grammar school students
in both sectors of the divided town of Cesky Tésin, three upper-secondary
schools (referred to as “gymnazium” in Czech and “liceum” in Polish) in
this locality were selected for further investigation. The first school,
located within the Czech sector of the divided town, primarily caters to
the Polish minority residing in the Czech part of the region, with Polish
designated as the first (and Czech as the second) official language of instruc-
tion. A total of 24 students from this bilingual school participated in the
mental mapping survey described below. While the majority of students
originate from the Czech part of Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia, some students
commute from towns distant from Cesk}'l Tésin, such as Orlova, since this
institution is the sole school of its kind in the region. The second school is
located also on the Czech side of the town and uses the Czech language as
the language of instruction. Consequently, it is attended mainly by the
“Czech majority” population. The total number of respondents from this
school who participated in our study was 17. The third school, situated in
the Polish sector of the divided town, exclusively offers education in the
Polish language and predominantly enrolls students from the Polish side
and neighboring municipalities. At the time of our visits, 2 students were
immigrants from Ukraine. A total number of 26 respondents from this
school participated in our survey.

It’s important to note that all these schools had comparable student popu-
lations, aged between 15 and 18 in both countries. All schools are also
attended by students who are expected to continue their education at univer-
sities — which is not the case for other grammar schools, which prepare their
graduates for immediate labor-market entry, without further tertiary studies,
in both Poland and Czechia. We opted for grammar school students for this
study instead of younger pupils because they exhibit greater independence
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and possess clearer visions about their future endeavors. Each group com-
prised male and female students aged between fifteen and eighteen years.
In total, 67 respondents were included in the study. The students were
given the same set of minimal instructions described further below.

Data collection

Two separate mental mapping exercises were requested from each student.
When working with this target group, we intentionally ignored the existence
of the border - this is how our study differed from Kaisto’s (Kaisto and Bred-
nikova 2019; Kaisto and Wells 2021) and Sandberg’s (2016) approaches. We
omitted implicit or explicit indications that we are primarily interested in
activities on the other side of the border. Only the teachers got complete
information about our mapping. We were researching students’ spatial pat-
terns within the predefined space. In the first exercise, each student received
a map (fixed frame) of the Czech-Slovak-Polish borderland, depicting the
boundary between Poland and Czechia and the divided town of Cesky
Tésin/Cieszyn located within this boundary. In the first step, students were
asked to mark places that are important to them/where they feel good. All
students among the three schools were given the same minimal instructions:
“You were given a map of your region. On this map, please mark the places
that are the most important to you and briefly explain why”. The instruc-
tional set within this exercise was open and simple, as we wanted to avoid
unintentionally cueing the students for marking some specific locations or
emphasizing the sites on the other side of the border.

After completing the first exercise, the first author collected all the maps
and distributed the next set for the second exercise. The second exercise
was to mark ten specific places on a map depicting the same space.
Unlike the first one, this map contained not only the boundary of the
region, the boundary between three countries, and the divided town
Cesky Tésin/Cieszyn, but also other bigger towns of the region, such as
Ostrava and Frydek-Mistek on the Czech side, Bielsko-Biala and Wisla
on the Polish side and Cadca in Slovakia. Furthermore, in contrast to
the first exercise, students were given 10 direct questions about specific
places that were supposed to be marked on the map. In the instructions
written on the same paper as the map, students were asked to mark a
place or places where: 1. they were born; 2. they live; 3. they go to
school; 4. they shop; 5. they spend their free time; 6. they feel good;
7. they have friends; 8. they usually go for a trip; 9. they would like to
study; 10. they would like to work after school. Except for those data, we
also collected (anonymous) principal statistical data about respondents,
including their ethnicity - because this information is helpful, especially
on the Czech side, given the sizeable Polish-speaking minority living there.
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Data analysis

The representations of mental maps can be analyzed from various angles,
and thus, it is crucial to briefly explain how we further analyzed the data.
The first exercise is qualitatively interpreted in the context of the theoretical
framework provided within this article. The second set of data is interpreted
in the context of the so-called Gouldian style that involves ranking and com-
paring the marked items (Gould 2000). The majority of respondents wrote
the one-word reason and located it directly on the map. For example, the
word “zoo” was situated in Ostrava, “shopping” in Bielsko-Biata, and “ice
hockey” in Ttinec etc. Few students decided to use a legend. They drew a
symbol on the map and explained it in a legend. However, since we are
employing the Gouldian style of interpreting the mental maps, how students
drew the map is not that important, such as the fact on which side the aspect
is displayed and what it is.

To obtain a complex picture, we employed ArcGIS Pro to visualize the
content of mental maps. For the sake of clarity of results, we prepared
three maps, separately summarizing the findings from all three schools. In
the first stage, answers were counted in four selected categories, namely
“Place where I spend my free time”, “Place where I feel good”, “Place
where I have friends”, and “Place where I go on trips”. These four categories
were chosen because they are relevant to the spatial behavior of high school-
age residents, and there is a potential for cross-border responses. For other
categories, cross-borderness is unlikely (e.g. where you live) or has
nothing to do with everyday behavior patterns (e.g. where you want to
study, where many answers indicated prestigious universities outside the
study region). Subsequently, the answers were located on the regional
map, and the results were visualized using the proportional symbol method.

Results and discussion
Bilingual grammar school in Cesky Tésin

Figure 1 informs us that students of this school have marked their social
practices on both sides of the border, with their prevailing part on the
Czech side of the border. The Polish side of the region serves leisure time
activities (Wista) and shopping (Bielsko-Biata), as indicated by the higher
units of students.

While processing obtained maps, it was noteworthy that numerous stu-
dents from this school (Polish minority members residing in Czechia)
either omitted, confused, or outright declined to provide information
about their citizenship and ethnicity, indicating a perception of these
aspects as non-essential. However, their ethnicity becomes apparent
through the language used in their mental maps, as they are the only
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group proficient in both languages, often incorporating both in their rep-
resentations. Their visits to Poland are primarily motivated by family,
tourism, sports, and shopping. Wisla and Istebna emerge as popular
tourist centers, particularly for winter sports. Shopping and restaurant
visits are predominantly centered around Cieszyn and Bielsko-Biata. Many
actively participate in the cultural and religious activities of the Polish min-
ority, mainly organized on the Czech side, with churches being marked as
significant places. While a few students of Polish ethnicity claim to have
friends in Poland, this contrasts with the other two researched groups.
Some students blend Czech and Polish geographical names on the Czech ter-
ritory map, occasionally using the Silesian dialect. Notably, male students
identifying as Czech or Czech/Polish ethnicity emphasize their support for
the Ocelari (Steelers) Ttinec hockey team and their Werk Arena. Generally,
activities of students declaring Czech ethnicity are more centered on the
Czech side of the border.

Among ethnic Czech students, popular destinations for future studies
include Brno, Olomouc, and Prague, while ethnic Polish students prefer
Krakéw and Warsaw. Regarding future employment, Prague, Ttinec, and
Ostrava are popular choices among Czechs, and Krakéw stands out among
Poles. Ttinec emerged among the mentioned large cities because of the
employment opportunities in the prosperous Ttinec Steelworks.

Despite lacking precise cartographic skills, as evidenced by the locations
of Ostrava, Véfnovice, or Rybnik in Figure 2, a student gives equal emphasis
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to both the Czech and Polish sides of the border, detailing his summer and
winter activities in selected locations. This cross-border dimension is a posi-
tive characteristic unique to students of the bilingual school. The author has
friends on both sides of the border and demonstrates an interest in the activi-
ties of the Polish minority in Czechia.

Czech grammar school in Cesky Tésin

Figure 3 clearly shows that students spend their time mainly on the Czech
side of the border. Only Bielsko-Biala as shopping destination and Wista
as a tourist locality. Popular tourist destinations are Ostrava, the Beskydy/
Beskidy Mountains (probably the Czech part) and Prague. Interestingly, stu-
dents go to Prague for tourism and ignore the Polish part of their region
(except 2 votes for Wisla). Respondents prefer Ostrava, Prague and
Olomouc for their future studies. Regarding employment, they plan to
work in Prague, Frydek-Mistek and Ostrava.

Figure 4 shows his student’s orientation on the map. He is also quite
verbose compared to other students and describes his activities precisely.
Like most of his schoolmates, he ignores the Polish side, which is reminiscent
of old Roman maps with the phrases “hic sunt leones” or “hic sunt dracones”
for unknown territories. This practice of ignoring the other side of the border
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Figure 4. Mental map depicting spatial practices of a student from the “Czech majority”
grammar school on the Czech side of the border. Source: Authors’ elaboration and
respondent’s work.
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is frequent among the students of standard grammar schools in both the Czech
and Polish parts of the studied region. Interestingly, he lists Navsi and Jablun-
kov with the inscription “traditions” among his points of interest. Traditions
in these municipalities are strongly connected to the Polish minority, but he is
not interested in Poland, which is a few kilometers behind the border.

Polish grammar school in Cieszyn

Figure 5 showsthat spatial practices are similar to those of students at the
Czech grammar school, as students spend their time mainly on “their”
side of the border. Cieszyn, Bielsko-Biata, Ustron, Wista and Skoczéw are
the most popular locations. Tfinec and Karvina were mentioned too, yet
they were mentioned much less than the Polish ones. Also, Ostrava is men-
tioned as the third-most-popular trip destination. The students mentioned
no friends from Czechia, yet three mentioned relatives from the Czech
side of the region. The most popular university destinations are Warsaw,
Krakéw, Katowice, Bielsko-Biala, and also unspecified foreign cities or
London. Most respondents want to work in Bielsko-Biata, Wasrszawa, the
United Kingdom, and non-specified foreign countries.

In a certain way, the figure authored by a Polish grammar school student
“mirrors” the (Czech) Figure 4. This mirroring consists in omitting or even
ignoring the other part of the region on the opposite side of the border, in
this case the Czech part (Figure 6).
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Summary of mapping results

The mapping findings indicate that only upper secondary school students
belonging to the Polish minority in the Czech part of the divided town
have significant portions of their social activities on both sides of the
border. In contrast, Polish and Czech students attending the “majority” sec-
ondary schools restrict their cross-border interactions primarily to shopping
(Czechs in Poland) and outings (both directions).

As outlined in Table 1, the findings reveal the presence of crucial regional
hubs on both sides of the border, encompassing Cesky Téin, Ttinec,
Ostrava, Karvina, and Havifov in Czechia, and Cieszyn, Bielsko-Biala,
Ustron, Wista, and Skoczéw in Poland. Regional centers, synonymous
with large cities, typically hold administrative significance and are frequently
visited by residents. Ostrava and Bielsko-Biata, being natural regional hubs,
exert a centripetal force, attracting numerous students from across the
border. The selection of these places of interest is commonly influenced by
factors such as the proximity of family and friends, the location of schools,
music schools, sports clubs, hobby groups, shopping opportunities, and
the overall appeal of the localities.

Except for the Polish minority students living in Czechia — whose partial
social practices on the other side of the border were expected - there are
slightly stronger flows from the Polish part to the Czech part. This tendency
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Table 1. Present and planned spatial practices of researched students (NB — the place
name in bold is located on the other side of the border).
Bilingual grammar

Question school (24) Czech grammar school (17)  Polish grammar school (26)
Place of Ostrava (17), Bielsko- ~ Ostrava (11), Frydek-Mistek  Bielsko-Biata (17), Ustron (8),
shopping Biata (7), Cesky Té&sin (6) Cieszyn (5)

(10), Trinec (10)
Place of leisure  T¥inec (11), Cesky Tésin  Cesky Tésin (9), Tfinec (4),  Cieszyn (12), Ustron (10),
time (10), Jablunkov (3) Skoczdéw (7)
Ostrava (6)
Place of feeling  Tkinec (7), Cesky Tésin  Cesky T&sin (7), Tfinec (3),  Cieszyn (16), Bielsko-Biata

good (6), Ostrava (2) (9), Skoczéw (6)
Bystfice (4)
Place of Cesky T&sin (17), Tinec  Cesky Tésin (14), Tfinec (3), Cieszyn (21), Skoczéw (16),
friendships (16), Frydek-Mistek (3) Ustron (13)

Bystfice (8)
Place of trips Ostrava (8), Wista (6),  Ostrava (8), Beskydy (4), Bielsko-Biala (7), Ostrava
(3

Frydek-Mistek (5) Praha (3) (2), Karvina (2)
Place of future  Brno (10), Krakéw (6), Praha (7), Ostrava (7), Abroad (3), Warszawa (2),
studies Warszawa (5) Olomouc (4) Krakow (2)
Place of future  Praha (7), Ttinec (4), Praha (6), Frydek-Mistek Bielsko-Biata (3), Warszawa
job Krakéw (3) (4), (2), United Kingdom (2)

Ostrava (3)

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

could be attributed to the greater openness of Poles towards Czechs com-
pared to the reverse scenario (Graf et al. 2015). Mainly leisure-time attrac-
tions in the Czech part of Té$in/Cieszyn Silesia, such as the ZOO and
Stodolni Street in Ostrava, Dinopark in Orlovd, and the Zermanice and Tér-
licko Dams attract the Polish students. On the other hand, Polish cities are
recognized for providing excellent shopping opportunities. While only a
limited number of students from the bilingual grammar school in Cesky
Tésin report having friends on the other side of the border (and almost
none from other two studied schools), it is important to note that, for stu-
dents aged between 15 and 18, geographical proximity strongly influences
friendships (excluding those in the cyberspace). Hence, the results may
not be entirely impacted by neglecting the spatial dimension beyond the
border.

Despite the growing CBI and the regional economy over the last few
decades, most respondents, regardless of origin, express intentions to leave
the area for educational and employment opportunities. Students’ attitudes
either indicate that the region is still perceived as belonging to the (semi)per-
iphery, suggesting a dual periphery concept (Leutloff-Grandits 2023), or
simply highlight the openness of the young generation to relocate for good
education and employment.

Ethnic Poles attending the bilingual grammar school in Cesky Té3in
exhibit a strong inclination toward choosing Krakow as their preferred
location for studies and employment. Despite being the largest city within
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a 150 km radius and a prosperous hub with abundant educational and job
opportunities, the three-hour public transportation or two-hour car
journey from Té&sin/Cieszyn Silesia to Krakow raises logistical challenges.
Historical ties between Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia and Krakow, dating back to
the Middle Ages, add an additional layer of significance. Since the fall of
communism in Central Europe, studying in Krakéw has become a
common choice for ethnic Poles from Czechia, with many graduates either
remaining in the city or returning to Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia.

In contrast, responses from the grammar school in Cieszyn exhibit more
diverse preferences. While some students express a desire to stay in the sub-
regional center of Bielsko-Biala, others aspire to move to more distant Polish
cities, including Krakéw, or even abroad. Generally, Czech students from
both standard and bilingual grammar schools share similar preferences
without the inclination to study abroad.

A prevalent strategy among less ambitious or more regionally patriotic
students involves declaring an intent to relocate to the borders of the
Tésin/Cieszyn Silesia region, specifically Ostrava and Frydek-Mistek
(mainly for those from the Czech majority school) or Bielsko-Biata (for
Poles from both sides of the border). A few students, particularly those
attending the researched schools in the Czech part of the divided town, con-
sider the Ttinec Steelworks as their prospective professional destination.
Lastly, despite several Polish students expressing intentions to work
abroad, none of them specifically mentioned Czechia as a potential destina-
tion for employment. We anticipated that at least some Polish students,
especially those from the Cieszyn area, where numerous residents work in
Czechia, would be willing to seek employment there. But probably due to
the fact that Poles work in Czechia in industry and “blue-collar” jobs, the
potential employment on the other side of the border is unattractive for
this target group.

Conclusions

Cross-border regions with shared historical roots and cultures may experi-
ence a rather high level of mental closeness (Wilde 2007), particularly in
divided or twinned towns (Blof3feldt 2023; Dolzbtasz 2015; Kajta and Opi-
fowska 2022). Since political and administrative borders remain unchanged,
the construction of cross-border spaces predominantly builds on existing
(cross-border) practices in the region. Therefore, we aimed to examine the
dynamic nature of relationships in divided towns from a perspective
different than the narrative approach, which has often dominated recent
scholarship (cf. Bohm 2022; Kajta and Opilowska 2022), as noted by Kajta,
Makaro, and Debicki (2023). Kaisto (2017) suggested placing greater empha-
sis on understanding how residents perceive twin cities as both abstract
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concepts and practical spaces within their daily lives. She claims that individ-
uals are inclined to connect with a twin city if their perceptions of its space
and their actual experiences align with their mental associations regarding
the concept. Our findings show that the only researched group that regularly
encounters both sides of the region are Polish minority students of the bilin-
gual school in (Czech) Cesky Té3in. Furthermore, in Lefebre’s view (1974),
the region is a perceived as a space for them. It is a lived space for some
of them, who manifested their passionate approach with natural and manu-
factured associated symbols (e.g. river and library in Figure 2). For them, the
studied cross-border area becomes a place of belongingness that goes beyond
state-centric and ethnocentric conceptions of space and authority (Klatt
2017; Laine 2016). Their spatial practices indicate their “plural membership”
(Waterbury 2021).

Our findings also confirmed that border-constructed social realities
depend on how they are perceived, experienced, negotiated, and exploited,
as well as by whom (Scott 2020). National borders seem very persistent to
them, and students miss economic or cultural incentives to face the otherness
and overcome the unfamiliarity on the other side (van der Velde and Spier-
ings 2010). This mental distance of individuals is a process that precedes
rational evaluation of advantages and opportunities, as reflected in the con-
cepts of the “threshold of indifference”, “mental border threshold”, and
“bandwidth of unfamiliarity” (van Houtum and van der Velde 2004). The
social practices demonstrated by students from the “majority societies” in
the divided town highlight the existing mental distance between the two
parts, despite the presence of relatively good cross-border infrastructure —
within Lefebvre’s concept of “conceived space” (1974). Obtained mental
maps show that the students coming from majority societies seem to be
failing to expand their own “cognitive space” by involving the other side
in a “joint local approach” (Svensson and Balogh 2021), where the adjective
“local” involves both sides of the border. This failure to cross the border
might also confirm that national identity is based on an imagined edge-bor-
derline (Anderson 1983), and maybe this need for a perimeter is possibly
translated into an adherence to stay within one’s clear lines of division in
the divided town particularly strongly. Our findings do not show elements
of explicit nationalism but rather ignorance of the other side,

Furthermore, we endeavored to investigate the efficacy of a simplified
mental mapping method to study cross-border social practices. Even
though mental mapping is often criticized for depending heavily on the par-
ticipants’ drawing skills and ability to transfer their cognitive map onto a
piece of paper (Gillespie 2010), it proved to be well-suited for our objectives.
Despite the typical limitations associated with mental mapping, its simplicity
and straightforwardness facilitated greater accessibility and participation
among diverse groups of respondents, enabling us to capture a broader
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range of perspectives and insights into cross-border interactions. Addition-
ally, the visual nature of mental maps provided a tangible representation of
participants’ spatial perceptions, offering valuable visual cues for analysis and
interpretation. Moreover, the process of creating mental maps encouraged
participants to reflect on their experiences and articulate nuanced aspects
of cross-border interactions that might otherwise remain unexplored.
While this study focused solely on the use of mental mapping as a methodo-
logical tool, we recognize that the inclusion of additional methods, such as
interviews, could have provided deeper insights into the participants’ reason-
ing, particularly regarding their decisions on (not) crossing borders. We rec-
ommend that future research should consider integrating such methods to
enrich the findings. Overall, the mental mapping method emerged as a ver-
satile and effective tool for investigating cross-border social practices,
offering unique opportunities for engagement, insight generation, and data
visualization.

Note

1. Self-government regions are called wojewddztwa in Poland.
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