Teacher education is a deeply pedagogical process rooted in values, ethics, and the
social purpose of schooling. Globally, it sits at the core of educational quality and
fairness, as research in comparative and international education demonstrates: the
training of teachers directly influences students’ learning chances, social inclusion,
and the democratic aims of schools. Teachers are not simply transmitters of
curricula, but active professionals whose convictions, reflective skills, and ability to
manage the complexities of classroom life give shape and substance to the
educational experience itself.

The pedagogical dimension of teacher education frames teaching as a relational,
context-aware, and ethically grounded profession rather than just a set of
procedural skills. From a research perspective, this demands robust research
methodologies that can critically examine the complex realities of schools and
inform evidence-based policies. Equally importantis the connection between theory
and practice, which helps to bridge the persistent gap between universities and
schools.

The contributions gathered in this volume reflect the richness and diversity of
experiences showcased during the ATEE Spring Conference 2024, held at the
University of Bergamo from May 29 to June 1, 2024. The volume presents 70
selected papers out of more than 300 presented by researchers representing over
40 countries.

This broad spectrum of studies highlights promising directions that can inspire
renewed inquiry and concrete proposals aimed at improving contemporary
educational systems.
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INTRODUCTION

Back to the Core:
Rediscovering the Power of Teacher Education Research

Teacher education is a deeply pedagogical process rooted in values, ethics, and the social purpose
of schooling. Globally, it sits at the core of educational quality and fairness, as research in
comparative and international education demonstrates: the training of teachers directly influences
students’ learning chances, social inclusion, and the democratic aims of schools. Teachers are not
simply transmitters of curricula, but active professionals whose convictions, reflective skills, and
ability to manage the complexities of classroom life give shape and substance to the educational
experience itself.

In many contexts, the ongoing shortage of qualified teachers poses a threat to the right to quality
education for all. Elsewhere, inadequate preparation undermines student learning and exacerbates
inequalities, especially for learners with diverse needs or those from marginalized communities.
Scientific research into teacher education - through theoretical frameworks and empirical studies -
has sparked a broad and lively international debate on how to create training systems that are
adaptable, inclusive, and responsive to social change. Over the past decade, noteworthy advances in
teacher education research have driven innovations in teaching methods, curriculum design, and
assessment practices. These include the integration of reflective practice models, teacher-led
research, and collaborative professional learning communities as drivers of systemic improvement.
Although the quality and passion of teachers are undoubtedly crucial to making a difference in any
school, teacher education research is now more vital than ever for carefully and effectively
examining the complex and challenging realities of schools and institutions that aim to educate
children and young people.

The pedagogical dimension of teacher education is therefore crucial, as it frames teaching as a
relational, context-aware, and ethically grounded profession rather than just a set of procedural
skills1. From a research perspective, this demands robust research methodologies - ranging from
longitudinal studies and mixed-methods approaches to participatory action research - that can
critically examine the complex realities of schools and inform evidence-based policies. Equally
important is the connection between theory and practice, achieved through authentic, school-based
experiences guided by expert mentors, which helps to bridge the persistent gap between universities
and schools.

ISBN: 978-88-97253-27-3
DOI: 10.62336/unibg.978-88-97253-27-3_p.7

T OECD, Unlocking High-Quality Teaching, OECD Publishing, Paris 2025.
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Within this framework, Italy’s long-standing tradition of training specialized support teachers
(docenti di sostegno) represents a distinctive and valuable contribution. Since the 1970s, Italy has
pioneered inclusive education by progressively phasing out special schools and training teachers to
work collaboratively with colleagues in mainstream classrooms to support students with disabilities.
This experience - rooted in legislative milestones such as Law No. 517/1977 and reinforced by later
reforms - has established a model of collaborative, school-embedded teacher preparation that is
internationally recognized for promoting participation, equity, and the rights of all learners?. The
extensive expertise developed through decades of support-teacher training offers critical insights
for the broader field of teacher education, particularly in fostering reflective practice,
interprofessional collaboration, and attention to the diverse needs of learners.

Furthermore, significant reforms (DPCM 2023) are currently transforming Italy’s initial teacher
education system for secondary schools, enhancing partnerships between universities and schools.
Central to these reforms are the Teaching and Learning Centers, conceived as genuine educational
hubs within each university and as inter-university networks that will play a crucial role in the coming
years?®.

Tackling the long-standing issue of precarious employment - which has compromised the continuity
of education that students rightfully deserve - has now become an urgent priority. Although recent
measures mark an essential first step forward, a considerable imbalance remains between the
number of prospective teachers available and the persistent shortages affecting specific regions and
subject areas®.

One notable achievement of the 2023 reform is its resolution of a long-standing regulatory gap that
had remained unresolved for over a decade. The reform also reinstates a model of initial teacher
education based on active collaboration between universities and schools, extending this approach
explicitly to secondary education.

An effective system of initial teacher education must provide clear and coherent guidance to
universities, ensuring the quality and consistency of training programs. At the same time, it should
foster strong, trust-based partnerships with schools to guarantee a seamless integration of theory
and practice. Establishing such a virtuous cycle is essential to overcome the mutual hesitations and
mistrust that too often separate these two key institutions, both fundamental to the education of
young people. Emphasis should therefore be placed on direct school-based traineeships and indirect
internship experiences supported by qualified tutors. Furthermore, the renewed framework for initial
teacher education for secondary school teachers in Italy should be conceived as an interdisciplinary
pathway, fostering deep and meaningful learning that goes beyond the superficial accumulation of
fragmented knowledge. This perspective calls for strong connections among diverse epistemological
approaches and for a dynamic dialogue between theoretical insights and practical experiences within
the school context. There is no doubt that the system still has significant problems, inefficiencies
and contradictions. These regulatory changes are still recent and will inevitably require further
refinements, adjustments and improvements over the coming years®.

The contributions gathered in this volume reflect the richness and diversity of experiences
showcased during the ATEE Spring Conference 2024, held at the University of Bergamo from May 29
to June 1, 2024. The volume presents 70 selected papers out of more than 300 presented by
researchers representing over 40 countries.

2P. Aiello, C. Giaconi, L. D'Alonzo, A. Mura, & T. Zappaterra, Ruolo e funzioni dell'insegnante specializzato per il sostegno. Riflessioni, studi,
esperienze e ricerche sul profilo di una figura cruciale del sistema formativo nazionale, in «ltalian Journal Of Special Education for
Inclusion», 2024, n. 12, pp. 15-18.

3 F. Magni, Teachers’ shortage and initial teacher education reforms in Italy: an overview, in «European Journal of Teacher Education»,
2024, pp. 1-16.

4 F. Magni, V. Capriotti, Addressing the teacher shortage crisis in Italy: among reforms, challenges and a case study, in «Journal of
Education for Teaching», 2025, pp. 1-15.

5 G. Bertagna, F. Magni (eds.), Lauree e abilitazione all'insegnamento. Analisi del presente, tracce di futuro, Edizioni Studium, Roma 2022.
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This broad spectrum of studies - ranging from theoretical analyses to empirical research and case
studies conducted in different contexts - highlights promising directions that can inspire renewed
inquiry and concrete proposals aimed at improving contemporary educational systems.

The texts are organized into five sub-themes, the same as at the conference, with the addition of the
poster session:

- Teacher education and pedagogical perspective in uncertain times: history, theory, policies and
practices.

- Digital innovation and artificial intelligence (Al): schools, teachers and students between real and
virtual world.

- Inclusion in teaching and learning processes and school improvement.

- Teaching and learning challenges and professional development.

- School & work and the role of teachers in Vocational Education and Training.

We also wish to express our sincere thanks to the entire Scientific Committee and the additional
experts who selflessly volunteered their time for the double-blind peer review process. Likewise, we
extend our heartfelt gratitude to the organizing committee and the wonderful ATEE community for
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Abstract

Education’s constant evolution (digitalisation, social norms, student interests) necessitates
adjustments in teachers and teacher training. To bridge the gap between school reality and teacher
education, and to enhance readiness for these changes, we propose the Reflected Double
Tetrahedron Model to depict the parallels between educational levels. The course described serves
as a test case to evaluate the model's applicability. Its design focuses on pre-service teachers
experiencing school reality and fostering their confidence in innovative teaching methods. We assess
the model via pre-service teachers' feedback, their evolving beliefs and our observations. Initial
results suggest the model offers a valuable framework to connect school practice and teacher
education.
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1. Introduction

Students at all educational levels attend courses to gain new competencies and knowledge, requiring
a supportive social and physical environment, and motivating questions, among many other
elements. We define “student need” as any aspect facilitating learning. Following the COVID-19
pandemic, Austria digitalised lower-secondary schools and promoted interdisciplinary, project-
based teaching (BMBWF, 2020), while this requires innovative teaching methods, teachers and pre-
service teachers are reluctant to implement innovations due to the lack of prior experience with such
methods in both university and school settings (Thurm & Barzel, 2020). Therefore, we propose that
teacher training should adapt to innovation and student needs by providing pre-service teachers
(PST) with opportunities to experience, reflect on, conceptualise, and experiment with teaching
scenarios, aligning with Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) (Kolb et al., 2014). Based on these, we
aimed at designing a course for PSTs. However, we faced difficulties due to a lack of a framework
depicting the parallels between school and university education. Students, teachers, content,
innovation, and the learning environment form a learning ecosystem (Liljedahl & Zager, 2021), while
higher educational levels form similar ecosystems. We will call the union of these ecosystems a
teaching-learning ecosystem (TLE). This study introduces the Reflected Double Tetrahedron Model
(RDTM) (Figure 1) to depict this correspondence, with each tetrahedron representing a different level
(school and teacher training), matching vertices, and a joining vertex for the educator bridging these
levels.

This model informs the teacher training course design framed by ELT following the phases
experience, reflect, think and act. While conducting the course and analysing data, we studied the
RDTM to prove its applicability. The RDTM illustrates the cyclical relationship between student
preferences and teacher training, highlighting the dynamic interplay across educational levels.

This study establishes a theoretical framework for our course design, highlighting the RDTM’s unique
contribution to bridging the gap between theory and practice in teacher education.

2. Theoretical Framework and literature review

In this section, we present existing models found in the literature and highlight the lack of models
aligning school practice and teacher training. Then we present the theoretical framework for our
course design, and how our model, the RDTM, was created.

2.1Literature review

Several models depicting learning situations can be found in the literature. Brousseau's didactic
triangle (teacher, student, content) (Brousseau, 1997) has been expanded to include artefacts and
social learning into a socio-didactical tetrahedron (Rezat & StraBer, 2012; Engestrém, 2014). Further
research focused on technology (Rossi et al., 2018), and Al (Dasari et al., 2024). Tomaszewski's double
tetrahedron model addressed collaborative learning (Tomaszewski, 2023). While such models have
been used to study technology implementation (Donevska-Todorova & Trgalova, 2017), they often
focus solely on school education. Prediger et al. (2019) used the three-tetrahedron model to depict
all three institutional levels: school education, teacher training and teacher trainers’ training.
However, these models overlook the interplay between the educational levels or focus on just one
level. We identified a gap in models for teacher training courses aligning school practice and higher
education.

2.2 Theoretical framework for course design

Our course design is based on the Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb et al., 2014), representing a four-
phase learning cycle: (1) experiencing, (2) reflecting, (3) thinking, and (4) acting. Similarly, Kuzniak et
al. (2013) found that teacher training offering practice opportunities makes PSTs experience school
reality and enhances PSTs' motivation to implement novel teaching approaches. Motivation and
beliefs are studied by Self Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000b.). We define beliefs as
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accepting something as true or false based on knowledge, mental and social state, and affect (Goldin
et al., op. 2009). Ryan and Deci (2000a) found that intrinsic motivation drives actions based on
beliefs. However, some beliefs are stable and difficult to change, particularly from childhood and early
school (Liljedahl et al., 2012). Davis's Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) posits that perceived
usability and ease of use correlate with users’ acceptance (Davis, 1985). This study uses the
Innovation Acceptance Model (IAM) (Békési et al., 2024), an adaptation of TAM, to predict PSTs’
innovation readiness by examining perceived usability and ease of use. We aim to foster a belief shift
in PSTs by convincing them of the innovations’ usability and their ease of use.

2.3 The model

Our model visualises the parallels between educational levels by reflecting one modified didactic
tetrahedron and joining them. This reflected double tetrahedron model (RDTM) (Figure 1) illustrates
the interplay within the TLE adding a new perspective to the existing models. A reflection preserves
identities; in our case, it assigns students to PSTs. By student, we mean secondary school children,
and we refer to students in higher education as pre-service teachers (PST), as we focus on would-
be teachers and teacher training. However, PSTs are also considered as learners. Both students and
PSTs are learners. Understanding student and societal needs is crucial for designing a responsive
course. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated digitalisation in education, increasing the demand for
integrating technology. Research and our findings indicate that innovative methods, such as
technology integration, outdoor learning, and collaborative project-based STEAM (Science,
Technology, Engineering, Art, Mathematics) (Yakman, 2008) education, enhance student motivation
and foster positive attitudes towards learning (Caton, 2021; Ulbrich et al., 2020; Békési et al., 2024).
As mentioned in the introduction, innovation is an element of “student needs”. RDTM suggests that
innovation should be present at both levels, meaning that PSTs should be familiar with innovation at
the school level and experience it in teacher training. Content® implies that PSTs are familiar with the
school contents and create a new understanding of teaching these contents.

nosatlon®
pre-gerdce leachsr

Caxntend®

teacher — teacher-trainer

inmowvation

sludent
e bend

Figure 1: Reflected Double Tetrahedron Model.

This study utilises ELT (Kolb et al., 2014) for course design, and IAM (Békési et al., 2024) to investigate
how PSTs’ needs and beliefs evolve. We propose the RDTM to frame a course that aims to align school
practice and teacher training. Our research question is:

RQ: To what extent is the reflected double tetrahedron model applicable to frame a course for PSTs
aiming at a shift in their beliefs and impacting their innovation readiness?

The following sections detail the course design, the data collected from PSTs, and our findings.
Finally, we discuss the RDTM's applicability.

Book of proceedings// 13


http://www.ateespring2024.unibg.it/

S ———— ] Book of proceedings // ATEE Spring Conference 2024 // Bergamo

3. Course design

Following an overview of the course design, we present a detailed example. Our teacher training
course is informed by ELT and focuses on project-based learning (PBL). Given that PBL frames many
school-level activities, we also followed its 5 phases in our course to enable PSTs to experience PBL
through the lens of our ELT framework. PBL involves 5 phases: (1) a driving question; (2) student
exploration; (3) collaboration; (4) students’ self-management; (5) students creating a tangible
product (Krajcik & Blumenfeld, 2005). While students learn content, PSTs engage in PBL to study PBL
as a teaching method following the ELT cycle: PSTs experience the 5 phases of PBL, reflect on their
experience, think about the main features and create similar activities, and then test these activities
in a new experience.

Despite PSTs’ daily technology use, they often lack experience integrating technology in education
or with other innovative methods like project-based STEAM activities (Kuzniak et al., 2013). Therefore,
the experience phase focuses on examples. The reflecting phase examines student perspectives and
the learning impact to illustrate ‘usefulness’. In the thinking phase, PSTs design similar activities, and
in the testing phase, they enact them to experience ‘ease of use’. The presentation phase encourages
reflection on beliefs about innovation.

In the first phase, PSTs were introduced to current school trends, example activities, student
perspectives and needs, innovative teaching methods, and their learning impact. The usefulness of
innovation was illustrated using data from our previous STEAM research. This phase mirrored the first
phase of ELT, while PSTs experienced PBL. Due to the paper's focus on the training course and the
model, only selected school-level data is presented here for illustrative purposes. This data, collected
from 100 lower-secondary students across four classes over four years (starting in 2020/21),
included their views on mathematics and project feedback. A representative selection is presented
in Table 1illustrating the preferences of a Grade 5 class. The data indicates a preference for gamified
learning and technology use, as opposed to written assignments or exams. SDT suggests that you
are more likely to learn something you like, highlighting the importance of understanding student
preferences, although other factors are equally significant.

likes dislikes
Games: Kahootl, Quizlet, Actionbound, ... 17 | Homework 13
Creative: Tinkercad 3 | Exams 2
Variety 3 | Lot of writing 2
iPad 2 | Unclear explanation 2

Table 1: Students’ preferences.
Note: The table summarises the number of times each item was mentioned.

To exemplify PBL, we presented a ‘Mars project’ conducted in two grade 7 classes in 2023. In this
project, students explored the challenges of settling on Mars and then presented their findings to
their families and friends. To illustrate student and other stakeholders’ perspectives, a 5-point Likert
scale questionnaire was administered (1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Figure 2 provides an
overview of the overwhelmingly positive responses.
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Mars Project feedback: students, teachers, externals

The project was interesting. (S) | NG |
You learn more from transdisciplinary projects. (S) [ RN ]
The project was interesting (T) |
You learn more from transdisciplinary projects (T) [ NNNENEGEEEEee
The project was interesting (E ) ]
You learn more from transdisciplinary projects (E ) ]

0 20 40 60 80 100 120

B 1 =strongly disagree ~ m 2 = disagree M 3 = neither agree nor disagree 4=agree MW5-=stronglyagree ®

Figure 2: Feedback on the Mars project from students (S), teachers (T) and externals (E).

We consider that students’ preferences reflect their needs, and addressing these may enhance
learning through increased motivation, although other factors also influence learning. To illustrate
the positive learning impact, PSTs were shown how positive student attitudes can correlate with
increased competency, using results from the Austrian national competency test, IKM Plus’, which
showed two participating classes scoring significantly higher (186 and 182 on average) than the
national average (170 out of 220) (Békési et al., 2024). This phase highlighted student preferences
for real-life activities, teamwork, technology integration, and gamified learning, alongside the
potential for positive learning impact while PSTs were reflecting on their experiences.

In phase 3, PSTs designed similar activities, considered possible challenges and shared their ideas on
Padlet (Figure 3). For instance, they suggested studying bread and beer production and found that
numerous subjects could be integrated such as history (beer as a salary in Egypt), biology (the
nutrition pyramid), and mathematics (percentages). They planned a bakery visit, to study the
ingredients, where they grow, and how long they need to travel, which could be discussed in
geography. They even considered hands-on bread baking and explored potential links to literature
and art. They created activities with real-life references, such as determining the maximum size of a
coke can to fit through the bin’s flap.

Prapuhi: Boar Froidi Ooai Hﬂ—'— Gruppe 1
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Figure 3: Examples of project and activity ideas PSTs collected in Padlet.

LIKM Plus: https://www.igs.gv.at/themen/nationale-kompetenzerhebung/ikm-plus

Book of proceedings// 15


http://www.ateespring2024.unibg.it/
https://www.iqs.gv.at/themen/nationale-kompetenzerhebung/ikm-plus

S ———— ] Book of proceedings // ATEE Spring Conference 2024 // Bergamo

Phase 4 involved implementing these activities within the course, and a teaching practice in
secondary schools, allowing PSTs to test their activities. Finally, phase 5 focused on reflection, with
participants discussing, sharing their experiences and starting a new learning cycle.

4. Data collection and analysis

To explore the course’s impact on PSTs’ views, we collected data from questionnaires, interviews,
and observations. We questioned 40 PSTs about their school experiences and willingness to
implement novel methods before and after the course. To triangulate the data, we conducted semi-
structured interviews with 5 PSTs. Questionnaire results were evaluated using descriptive statistics,
and qualitative responses were thematically analysed using an inductive coding strategy. Pre-course
questionnaires revealed limited experience with PBL and technology implementation both at school
and university. While PSTs could identify some benefits, they expressed concerns about disruption,
curriculum and time constraints. PSTs also reported limited technology integration at the university
and the lack of courses on technology implementation. Figure 4 shows the post-course
questionnaire results, indicating a positive shift in beliefs.

1L bas 3 pasiilve kearning eifeer

Iechmohngy Inicersiion s o peabilve learning «Moct:

i

I Integrate technology sl anly PowcrPaein.
By IR BRg AR J0eh SR fiSe TUSR NSRRI (INERG

1 = spromgly disagres ® 2= diagree 3 = iwilher agrie nor didgree 4= ageee 8 5 = sivsngly agies

Figure 4: Pre-service teachers' views on PBL after the training.

The interviews revealed that PSTs' traditional school education was characterised by frontal teaching
and limited technology use, mainly PowerPoint presentations. Higher education followed a similar
pattern: passive lectures with limited technology implementation. One interviewee stated:

«I think it would be important to learn about different strategies, how to solve a problem and more open-
ended questions. For instance, how to measure something creatively by comparing the length of your shoes
with the length you want to measure. We learn a lot of theories at the university, but we never create
anything, a task, an activity. It would be important to learn how to create activities that are meaningful for
the students».

Another PST explained that while her school had a smart board, she couldn’t recall using it. Kahoot!
was used rarely, mainly for celebratory occasions, not for meaningful learning activities. Overall, PSTs
positively evaluated the training, appreciating the practice and discussion opportunities. Figure 5
illustrates a positive shift in PSTs' confidence.
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Figure 5:PSTs’ confidence after the training.

The presentations in phase 5 revealed that some PSTs even implemented activities designed during
the course and were pleased with their success. PSTs reported that their students praised the
innovative methods, leading to increased student engagement and motivation.

5. Discussion and conclusion

Pre-course guestionnaires and interviews indicated that PSTs lacked experience with innovative
methods, leading to concerns and hesitation in implementing them. School-level data illustrating
student preferences, perspectives, and the activities’ learning impact seemed to convince PSTs of
the use of innovation, a factor also studied by IAM (Békési et al., 2024). Through the course, PSTs
gained insights into the benefits of these methods and increased their confidence by creating,
testing, and evaluating novel activities, as suggested by post-course questionnaires (Figures 4 and
5). This evidence demonstrates a positive shift in PSTs’ beliefs, which may be explained by PSTs
experiencing the ease of use of these methods, the second variable studied by IAM.

These results suggest that teacher training responding to student needs impacts PSTs' views on the
usefulness of innovation. By practising, they experience PBL, learn to design similar activities and
become confident in implementing these novel methods. Teacher trainers practising PBL with the
PSTs act as role models. Our course design enhances PSTs’ innovation-readiness by engaging them
in experiencing, reflecting on, creating and testing innovative activities. Findings in the literature
support ours (Kuzniak et al., 2013; Thurm & Barzel, 2020). These results demonstrate the
effectiveness of our course design, answering our research question. We examined the parallels
between the two educational levels and found that PSTs experiencing school practice are more
invention-ready. If innovation, such as PBL, is used at the school level, PSTs need knowledge about
PBL, including its impact on students and how to design and conduct such activities. The same
principle applies to content. PSTs, as university students, also have parallel roles and needs just like
school students. Therefore, positioning the vertices of students and PSTs, content and content*, and
innovation and innovation* as reflected images (Figure 1) emphasises the connections between
these levels. PSTs, as university students, must learn both content and innovative teaching methods
to meet school student needs. The model’s joining point represents teachers, teacher trainers, and
researchers or trainers of teacher trainers, connecting these levels. The RDTM effectively depicts the
similarities, and dynamic interchange between the educational levels.

Presenting PSTs with innovative teaching methods, showcasing student evaluations, and
demonstrating positive learning impact through IKM Plus test results positively influenced PSTs’
beliefs about the usefulness of these methods. We found that creating and implementing innovative
activities helps PSTs gain confidence. Therefore, teacher training needs to prioritise these
opportunities, with teacher trainers acting as role models. This suggests that teacher training
reflecting on school education from aspects like technology implementation and interdisciplinary
project-based learning can foster innovation-readiness among PSTs. However, broader aspects of
teacher education - including theory and ethics - require complementary approaches. The RDTM
proved suitable for informing the course design and visualising the interconnectedness of student
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needs and preferences, teacher training, and the broader TLE. However, the model fails to depict
aspects - including school policy, curriculum development and ethics - not relevant at the school
level. Further research, including longitudinal studies following PSTs throughout their careers
assessing their innovation-readiness, would be valuable. We designed the model for PSTs majoring
in mathematics, but our findings suggest its potential applicability in other disciplines, warranting
further investigation. The model may also assist teacher trainers in developing courses for both
novice and experienced in-service teachers, providing ongoing support to meet the evolving student
and PST needs.
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Abstract

A hundred years after the reform of the Italian school carried out in 1923 by the minister Giovanni
Gentile, it could be useful to meditate on the great role recognised to the teachers’ education,
especially on the primary school ones detailed in the programmes set by Giuseppe Lombardo Radice.
What he used to consider the «ltalian didactic secret» consisted in an education that consistently
conjugated theory and practice, namely a philosophy-based pedagogy looking to the newest
outcomes of the psychological researches and opened to the modern experimentations of the
activism, but strictly refusing any didactic pre-established and rigid “method”. In particular Lombardo
Radice criticised the claim according to which the pedagogy had to focus on the child, indulging his
or her spontaneity, while the main task of pedagogy is to define the educator’s profile. The claim of
children’s spontaneity derives from a mistaken comprehension of Rousseau’s work: even if the child
is actually spontaneous, that spontaneity shows itself inside an educative room under the strict
control of the pedagogue, who cannot neglect it. The main risk in the activist pedagogical approach,
according to Giuseppe Lombardo Radice, was to «close children in their infantility», instead to lead
them to adulthood. This risk can be avoided through the education of authoritative and trustworthy
teachers, as cultivated people in whom children could see some models of wise and sensibile adults.
It is culture to assure authority to the teacher: he or she possesses knowledge and competence that
the child does not have, but that he aspire to conquer in order to leave childhood.
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1. «The good core of positivism»

«By now, in defending the good core of positivism, | am realising that there are none other than us
despised idealists!» wittily observed Giuseppe Lombardo-Radice (1959, p. 65) in a parenthesis of
Athena fanciulla. Scienza e poesia della scuola serena (Girl Athena. Science and Poetry of the Serene
School), dropping en passant an annotation that could well represent the starting point for a
reflection on what is really meant by “serene school” and thus on why contemporary pedagogy has
perhaps done wrong to abandon this concept, that has been central in Italian early 20" century
pedagogy, relegating it almost exclusively to the care of scholars of the history of education.

This consideration, placed as a commentary on the description of the home education given to his
children, referred to the defense, which Lombardo-Radice (Scaglia 2023; Ead. 2021; Dessardo 2018;
Rossi 2017) polemically conducted against the opinion of some colleagues, of the “objectivist and
sensist tendency”, i.e. the “precise, very concrete reference to an object or being observed in its
environment and life”. That is to say: Lombardo-Radice defended, against the positivists themselves,
the didactics - of a typically positivist stamp - based on the observation of the environment and on
concrete facts and objects. In short, everything the opposite of what is usually superficially attributed
to neo-idealist pedagogy, and this is precisely the “good core” of positivism at the basis of the “serene
school” promoted by the Sicilian pedagogue. And which is after all still at the basis of much of the
didactics in use today in Italian and international primary schools, albeit under other names and
without explicit reference to its former promoter.

It can therefore be said that if the concept of the "serene school” is considered outdated, perhaps
even only because of the sensations that the adjective "serene” evokes in the ears of contemporaries,
this is probably due to a certain misrepresentation of Giuseppe Lombardo-Radice's lesson that took
place in the decades following the Second World War, in the need and perhaps in the anxiety to renew
the Italian school in order to free it from the heavy legacy of Fascism and to make it converge towards
other experiences matured at an international level.

What remained as the epitome of Lombardo-Radice's complex thought was the reference, often
abstracted from the context, to the “poet” child, to an ahistorical, almost incorporeal child, made up
entirely of intuition and spontaneity, reducing the “serene school” almost to a caricature. Justice
clearly needs to be done: the scuola serena would be the ideal realisation - at least in its author's
intentions - of the 1923 reform, which had posed as urgent precisely the problem of the rigorous
training of primary teachers (Schirripa 2023), bringing their course of study from the three poorly
structured years of the normal school to the seven years of the magistral institute, deeply
influencing, for the following decades, through that of their teachers, the basic culture of Italians.
To get a truer idea of Lombard's original project, one need only read his own comments on the reform
(D’Arcangeli 2024; Mattone, Moretti, Signori 2023; Galfré 2000; Charnitzky 1996):

«This is the didactic secret of the Gentile reform that concerns teachers, and which we want to be Italy's
didactic secret in the face of other countries; an education that assists the child in his spontaneous
development, that gives him the opportunity to give us what he already possesses, and receives, so to speak,
from the child the cue and the element for education: an education that pushes the child to personal
observations and abolishes all rhetorical conventionalism; an education that makes the pupil a little
researcher, a discoverer in his own world; an education that sparks and ignites and puts the child in the
presence of the beautiful and the great and makes him feel that school is beautiful, and that it cannot be
replaced by anything else; that not even play is more beautiful than school; that school is the most
enchanting spiritual recreation he can desire; in short, an education that despises nothing of what our
people know and do and that moves from the traditions of the people, elevating and improving them.

An education that draws on the homeland's every strength» (Lombardo Radice 1925, p. 242).

Moreover, the entire book Athena fanciulla, published in 1925, collected the observations he had
made over the years at Montesca (De Salvo 2017), the experiences he had gained with his children's
education, the notes on childish drawing, on Giuseppina Pizzigoni's "La Rinnovata" and on a few other
cases, all that book is nothing more - and the author makes this clear - than a collection of exempla

for the realisation and implementation of the 1923 reform.
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2. Being teachers

The purpose of education is not the pupil per se, as Lombardo-Radice feared positivist pedagogy and
some declinations of activism intended - but his projection into the future: educating him means in
fact leading him to adulthood. The Sicilian pedagogue warned the animators of activism against the
risk of «closing children in their infantility», limiting themselves to indulging their most superficial
desires and presenting them without sufficient authority, which is characteristic of the adult man
and which in the adult the child always unconsciously seeks.

«He who educates studies; indeed, educating means neither more nor less than studying. It is not the
handing over of a deposit; it is the strengthening of our soul to make it capable of the utmost
spontaneity and truthfulness in contact with the pupils» (Lombardo Radice 1959, p. 26). Hence the
teacher's ability to arouse the pupil's curiosity and desire to learn: from the intensity of his previous
studies, from the culture that the child contemplates in the adult, not withstanding remaining forever
in his condition of minority, but aspiring on the contrary to confront the “greats”, whom he perceives
as authoritative. Culture, Lombardo Radice clearly explains, is not a mere “deposit” and teaching is
therefore not simply the transmission of notions: culture is the elevation of one's own soul and
teaching is accomplished in the spiritual encounter between pupil and master, an encounter made
possible precisely by the soul-widening action - by magnanimity - of the master who has studied and
made his own what he has studied: «Think with the philosopher, relive with the historian, palpitate
with the poet, and | would be a master of philosophy, of history, of poetry; educate your character,
refrain your unconscious impulses, spur on your weaknesses, be a gentleman and despiser of all
selfishness, and you will be a master of morality, even without a didactic of moral education»
(Lombardo Radice 1951, p. 6).

Authoritativeness comes to the teacher not only from natural and unavoidable communication skills
(which may eventually be refined through didactic study and practice), but also from what he actually
knows, and which is still unknown to the child. This is the reason for Gentile's reform focus on the
teacher's culture, rather than on didactic methodologies for the transmission of knowledge, which
are only useful if there is actually something to teach. It is from direct contact with authentic culture
- this was Lombardo Radice's and Gentile's wager - that the teacher would find by himself the ways
to perfect his teaching action: a “critical” didactics, as Lombardo Radice called it, and therefore
always provisional, the result of daily confrontation with knowledge, updated from year to year, class
after class, as new pupils, new contexts, new problems arose, rather than “learnt” on the benches of
the teacher training college in schematic forms that in principle could always be reproduced over
time. One can learn to teach, if it is ever really possible, only by drawing from great literature, by
approaching the main authors directly, rather than through school manuals that “chop up” and return
food that has already been “remixed”.

It was precisely the teacher's need to continually adapt, and therefore to progressively revise and
amend his teaching style, that made didactic “lessons” and the claim of a “scientific pedagogy”, which
would indicate once and for all the formula for the “perfect” lesson, superfluous, if not even harmful.
Hence also Giuseppe Lombardo Radice's main interest in the history of pedagogy and education,
which he understood - he wrote as early as 1905, in his first early work - as the most authentic
pedagogy, as a doctrine in action and realised, even if by nature always subject to revision and
updating.

3. “National” education

From this angle, one can usefully reflect also on another concept considered outdated and often
misunderstood today, that of “national education” (Lombardo Radice 1916; Dessardo 2018), to be
understood more appropriately in the sense of “popular”, and closely linked to the “serene school”,
which in the end is nothing more than its practical realisation.

National culture is both the “high” culture, i.e. the literary, artistic and intellectual product left to their
descendants by ltalians throughout their history, but “national education” is also simply popular
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culture, the customs and traditions of the people inhabiting the Peninsula, the “low” culture, often
(at least in those times) illiterate, made up of popular wisdom, proverbs, folklore, lullabies and
uncoded musical tunes. It is the encounter between these two cultures that constitutes the
“authentic” Italian soul, that completes it in its different declinations, and this encounter proves to
be possible almost only at school: it is up to the teachers, wrote Lombardo-Radice, to encourage this
encounter and thus become the interpreters, mediators, in a certain sense maieuts of future ltaly, an
Italy that still had to complete its unity within itself, in the fruitful exchange between its cultures and
social classes, transforming a simple “geographical expression” into an authentic spiritual
community.

By understanding the dialectical process within the life of the spirit from this perspective, as a
perennial dialogue between past, present and future, neo-idealism offers itself to us in far less
palatial guise than it has often been recounted, and instead reveals itself as a philosophical doctrine
that is not only humanistic, but also humanitarian, of which in particular - in this declination -
Giuseppe Lombardo Radice became the standard-bearer with his - and his wife Gemma Harasim'’s
(Sistoli Paoli 2009) - studies about Pestalozzi.

In the “national” datum, an essential attribute of the State, Lombardo Radice saw, probably deluding
himself, the only motive capable of justifying, even to the point of self-sacrifice, a profound and
gratuitous solidarity between citizens who were otherwise strangers to each other, in some way
made brothers by the commonality, more than of lineage (Lombardo Radice's patriotism had
absolutely no ethnic character), of spirit, a commonality given precisely by the participation in the
same history and culture. Therefore, it is only in one’'s own homeland that a man can aspire to truly
fulfil himself, to reach the highest peaks of spiritual life, which is, on the other hand, necessarily
diminished if conducted among people who, having been formed in another culture, naturally aim to
different spiritual goals.

The path of self-education, which the teacher must unceasingly exercise on himself, he must also
know how to arouse in his pupils, introducing them to the fullness of the life of the spirit, thus
mediating between their family origins, often of popular extraction, and the highest achievements of
national culture. The school must therefore be “serene” because it is placed at the intersection of
home life and national and then universal life, an extension of the home and at the same time open
to society, of which it represents a sort of compendium, as also professed by Dewey in his
Pedagogical creed.

For Lombardo Radice, the fruitful exchange between home and school, between family and society,
takes place not because it is supported by “scientifically” collected data, but through the person of
the teacher himself, essentially through his humanity, a humanity that must be nourished from the
most disparate sources of culture, but according to a coherent programme, not improvised. For
Lombardo Radice, the positivist school, which claims to rely on an objective view of reality is instead
based on assumptions that it is incapable of guaranteeing and is therefore, inevitably, a “soulless”
school, constitutively incapable of fulfilling its task of humanisation. It is the school of manuals and
treatises, which remain a dead letter if they are not made their own by the teacher and, with him and
for him, by the pupils. On the subject of “methods”, he wrote of the Montesca school and its patron:
«Let us therefore study not Franchetti's method, but Franchetti herself» (Lombardo Radice 1959, p.
20), meaning that that of pure, aseptic scientific observation is nothing but an illusion, as it is not
possible to identify a point of observation external to that of the educator, called upon to develop the
methods, but ending up, inevitably, by coinciding the method with the person who adopts it. Hence,
too, the aforementioned reservations about the more orthodox Montessori women, whom he mocked
as «faithful priestesses of the method» because they slavishly applied it, avoiding making their own
personal contributions, certain, however, that in the end «their teacher is the least Montessorian of
all» (Lombardo Radice 1926, p. 25).
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4. Science and poetry

Lombardo-Radice's school did not disdain the scientific disciplines, far from it; in many texts the
Catanese pedagogue sang the praises of teachers who were “scientists” and “researchers”. But they
must be presented not through the pretense of a scientistic objectivity, but with the personal
involvement of the pupil, spiritually united with his teacher, who must have already had the same
experience. «The sensible subject of a natural science lesson for a popular school is not a given tree,
or a part of a tree presented verbalistically at school, but for example: the forest, the whole of life
that is the forest both as a vegetal association and as a correlation of plants and animals [...]; not the
frog, but the pond, also as a whole of biological and physical manifestations: the river, the meadow,
the mountain, and the like. Harmonies and struggles of natural existence; contests and contrasts of
individual beings». And again, summarising: «lt is only of value to the child what he achieves through
his own experience, or which, with the guidance of a master can become his own experience, with
the complete illusion of having achieved the result by himself». Looking at the process from the
master's side, it sounds like this: «The poetry | taste is that which | can make taste, and in making it
taste | feel it more vividly mine; the scientific discovery is a revelation to myself, when | conceive it
as a revelation for the human mind in the universal and launch it against error, of which | do not
triumph, but she by my means» (Lombardo Radice 1961, p. 18).

As is well known, among the most successful school experiences he counted La Montesca directed
by Alice Hallgarten Franchetti, which placed the observation of nature at the centre of its educational
proposal. This school embodied the ideal of a “serene school” because of its ability to fully valorise
the various inclinations of the children, exalting their nature as “poets”.

It is precisely the definition of the child as a “poet” that is one of the most probable causes of the
historical overcoming of Lombardo's proposal, since the image of the poet, with its implicit references
to genius, seems to clash with the modern democratic conception of childhood, for which the child
is primarily a holder of rights and a citizen; the imponderable concept of poetry, moreover, eludes the
logic, particularly in vogue today, of the possibility of “measuring” the outcomes of educational
action, which pertain more to the field of science. Well, for Lombardo-Radice, however, the scientific
approach and the inclination to poetry, if correctly interpreted, ended up coinciding in the child's soul,
naturally open to all the possibilities of the spirit: «Alice Franchetti's children», he wrote, taking La
Montesca as a model, «receive a particularly scientific education, which however coincides with
artistic education; expositors rather than narrators, but sharp; systematic illustrators of scientific
observations, but full of serene joy and love for the things illustrated [...]. Science, but also poetry,
therefore» (Lombardo Radice 1959, p. 42). And again: «La Montesca presents everything to him as a
gentle miracle, which one must understand and love; it connects him with the social world,
transforms him into a little conservationist, into a painter of his world» (ibi, p. 44).

Science and poetry - it is no coincidence that the subtitle of Girl Athena was precisely Science and
Poetry of the Serene School - end up coinciding because, at least in Lombardo-Radice's conception,
“poetry” is the first intuitive form, proper to children, of synaesthetic understanding of reality, thus a
form of philosophy understood as hermeneutics of natural phenomena, which are precisely the
object of science. This position does justice as much to the coldest positivism as - and perhaps above
all - to the “insincere” school, so many times severely attacked by the Sicilian pedagogist, that school
that only aimed at transmitting preconceived notions and subjecting the child to the social system,
for example through the practice, harshly contested by Lombardo-Radice, of the fantasy theme, that
is, disconnected from the real concrete experiences of the child: «The child is, in itself, poetry. He is
a face all eyes, now dreaming, now laughing, now scrutinising. Do not upset him by forcing him into
invention. He will give you, by himself, what poetry he can, and that is his own naivety. And the more
he will give you, the less you will distance him from modest and precise observations and from
everyday things» (ibi, pp. 281-282).

Poetry therefore as an expression of the child's observation of reality, as a reaction to the amazement
caused in the soul by the encounter with novelty, an encounter made possible by the teacher. Here,
too, we can see the Rousseauian attitude of foreseeing the child's desires and making him
spontaneously fulfil what the master has planned: the so-called “reality tasks”, the themes assigned
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starting from concrete experiences that the master has prepared, go precisely in this direction.
Conversely, “fantasy” composition, which asks of the pupil what he cannot give, because it is foreign
to his life experience and his feelings, risks turning into a temptation to plagiarism, to copying and
badly repeating other people's forms and styles in a stereotyped and, indeed, “insincere” form.
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The Lifelong Learning for Mongolia: Occupational Health & Safety (3L4MOHS) project aims to
strengthen Mongolian higher education institutions (HEIs) by enhancing their capacity for industrial
workforce training and addressing critical Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) issues. The project
will establish fully equipped OHS Centers in four Mongolian universities and provide training for
teaching and administrative staff, led by international experts. Focusing on Work Package 2 (WP2),
the project seeks to train teaching staff, modernize curricula with digital tools (e.g.. AR/VR), and
develop innovative pedagogical methods to ensure equitable lifelong learning access. Outcomes
include improved teaching quality, governance, and internationalization of Mongolian HElIs.
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1. The impact of emerging technologies for lifelong learning

Over the past decade, the use of technology in education has transformed numerous aspects of
learning. The increasing availability of educational resources and the expansion of higher education
beyond traditional classrooms have created new opportunities for both teachers and students.
Technology has facilitated personalized learning experiences, enhanced collaborative tools, and
introduced innovative teaching methods such as virtual classrooms, interactive simulations, and
adaptive learning platforms. These advancements have not only improved the quality of education
but also promoted inclusivity, enabling learners from diverse backgrounds to participate and succeed
in their academic journeys (Celik, 2023).

The provision of lifelong learning opportunities and its role in the higher education system must be
rethought to include new educational designs tailored to the digital era (Zgaga et al., 2019). This shift
requires reimagining learning frameworks to integrate flexible, accessible, and technology-enabled
approaches that cater to diverse learner needs. Countries worldwide, as well as transnational
organizations, have increasingly emphasized the development of lifelong learning initiatives in their
higher education policy documents (Shava et al., 2023; Bond et al., 2018). Such policies highlight the
need for systemic reforms aimed at fostering a culture of continuous learning and enhancing the
employability and competitiveness of graduates in a globalized economy.

For instance, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
advocates for a broader vision: “The right to education must be expanded to be lifelong and
encompass the right to information, culture, science, and connectivity” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 4). This
perspective underlines the importance of integrating lifelong learning as a core component of higher
education, ensuring its alignment with the demands of the knowledge society and fostering inclusive
and equitable access to learning opportunities for all. Lifelong learning as a guiding principle appears
in the Sustainable Development Vision (SDV) 2030 as:

«A civil and lifelong education system must be open, accessible and of high quality. Lifelong learning is a key
principle of Sustainable Development Goal 4 with which countries committed to ‘ensure inclusive and
equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all [..] It includes learning
activities for people of every age, in all contexts (family, school, community, workplace, etc.) and using
different modalities (formal and informal education), which together respond to a wide range of learning-
related needs and demands» (UNESCO, 2020, p. 18).

The integration of digital technologies in education has transformed traditional teaching methods,
making learning more accessible, interactive, and personalized. In this context, technology-based
learning plays a crucial role in training and professional development, contributing to a proactive and
resilient educational system.

Such a system requires forward-thinking educational policies capable of anticipating innovation and
actively supporting the digitalization process. This approach has been a cornerstone of European
policies over the past decade, as highlighted by the European Commission (2020). Specifically,
strategies like the Digital Education Action Plan have aimed to strengthen the digital skills of students
and teachers, promoting equity and inclusion in access to technology (Pedone, 2021).

Learning, therefore, serves as the foundation for the digital transition, not only facilitating the
adoption of new technologies but also preparing the workforce and citizens to live and operate
effectively in an increasingly interconnected and data-driven society. This transformation requires
investments in technological infrastructure, continuous training, and the development of transversal
skills such as critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving, which are essential to addressing
future challenges.

Mongolia is situated in a unique socio-economic context, characterized by frequent changes in
political governance over the past decades, as highlighted in UNESCO's 2020 report Mongolia,
Education Policy Review: Towards a Lifelong Learning System. This complex scenario presents a
range of challenges for education, making it crucial to adopt an educational system that promotes
lifelong learning.
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Initiating a lifelong learning project in Mongolia addresses the need to overcome structural and social
barriers that limit equitable access to education, particularly for marginalized populations. Proposed
solutions include the use of e-learning resources, standardized educational policies to improve
access to education, and strengthening professional training for teachers. In this context, a lifelong
learning project becomes essential to meet the needs of an inclusive and sustainable education
system, capable of supporting the growth and integration of all citizens into modern society.
Another critical aspect involves translating international educational concepts into the local context.
The challenge lies not only in translating educational terms but in making them resonate with
Mongolia's cultural and social reality. Therefore, the introduction of a lifelong learning system is not
just about adopting global educational models, but also about adapting them to the specific needs of
the country, creating an educational vision that truly reflects the unique features and challenges of
the Mongolian context.

2. The Lifelong Learning for Mongolia: Occupational Health & Safety (3L4MOHS)
project

In the unique context of Mongolia, characterized by distinctive geographic challenges, occupational
health and safety (OHS) education emerges as an indispensable element to protect the well-being of
workers and support sustainable economic and social development. The complex nature of the
Mongolian terrain, with remote industrial areas and extreme climatic conditions, underscores the
importance of adopting innovative and inclusive educational strategies to address these critical
issues. Lifelong education in Mongolia emerged in response to strong socio-economic needs during
the 1990s, following the country's transition to democracy and a market economy. The 1991 Education
Law formalized lifelong learning as a sub-sector of the education system, paving the way for the
establishment of dedicated centers at both national and local levels. Despite the progress made,
numerous challenges remain, including an inadequate regulatory framework, financial constraints, a
shortage of qualified human resources, and accessibility issues (Yembuu, 2021).

The project (3L4MOHS) aims to transfer know-how from the European part of the Mongolian partners,
in order to Develop and Implement Lifelong Learning Centres at University level. With the increasing
advancement of technology and the emergence of digital platforms, Mongolia is well positioned to
integrate e-learning methodologies into its OHS education system. This transition presents an
opportunity to overcome logistical barriers traditionally associated with face-to-face training, such
as long distances to travel and difficult weather conditions. The adoption of digital solutions not only
improves accessibility, but also allows for the customization of training paths, tailoring them to the
specific needs of workers in different sectors. In addition, the implementation of lifelong learning
programs within the occupational health and safety educational framework could help foster a
culture of prevention and shared responsibility. These programs, combined with the use of digital
tools, offer an effective means of disseminating knowledge, updating skills and raising awareness of
occupational hazards among workers, with a positive impact on productivity and quality of life.
Although the integration of digital tools into lifelong learning in Mongolia offers significant
advantages, we are fully aware of the challenges associated with their implementation.

Internet access, forinstance, remains a major issue in Mongolia, particularly in rural and remote areas
where infrastructure is limited and connection costs are high (Tuul et al., 2016). This digital divide
creates a gap between urban and rural populations, limiting the ability of those in disadvantaged
areas to benefit from digital learning resources. Moreover, hardware limitations — including the limited
availability of computers, tablets, and smartphones — further hinder the implementation of digital
tools. For this reason, the project has provided for the purchase and distribution of appropriate
technological resources, to concretely support educational activities in local contexts.

In addition to infrastructural and financial challenges, it is also essential to address the resistance to
change among both teachers and students. Some educators may lack the necessary skills and
knowledge to effectively integrate digital tools into their teaching practices, while others may be
reluctant to adopt new methodologies due to their familiarity with traditional approaches. To tackle
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these issues, specific training sessions on the use of digital devices in education have been launched,
along with capacity-building activities focused on the design and management of Learning
Management Systems (LMS).

For the implementation of the project, the analysis of the Educational needs highlighted significant
gaps and crucial requirements in the Mongolian educational system, with a focus on occupational
health and safety (OHS) training. Currently, Mongolia's educational landscape lacks structured OHS
training courses at the higher education level. Available training is mainly delivered by NGOs or
independent centers, often run by instructors who lack advanced teaching skills and experience in
designing training content. This lack compromises the quality and effectiveness of training for
students and workers, with direct repercussions on safety and well-being in the workplace.

To gain a deep understanding of the specific needs and requirements of the Mongolian partners, a
focus group was organized during the first training session dedicated to digital pedagogies. The
session involved nine stakeholders from educational institutions, training organizations, and non-
governmental organizations operating in Mongolia. The aim of the meeting was to gather direct
insights into the current challenges faced by the educational system, as well as to identify good
practices and effective solutions that could be adapted and enhanced within the framework of the
project activities. Through a structured and participatory dialogue, participants shared their
experiences regarding the integration of digital technologies in teaching, professional training in
specific areas — such as occupational health and safety — and the main infrastructural and
methodological challenges.

One of the central issues that emerged from the survey conducted is the need to supplement
theoretical instruction with practical sessions. The latter are considered crucial for translating
knowledge into applicable skills. Practical sessions, combined with courses organized directly in
workplaces, were identified as highly efficient training methods, capable of responding pragmatically
to the needs of students and companies, and also offering a cost-effective solution for many
organizations.

Another critical element concerns the need to modernize and digitize education delivery methods.
The integration of advanced technological tools such as instructional videos, virtual reality and
interactive platforms enhances both education accessibility and the quality of learning. Specifically,
the digital transformation of education can enable the personalization of training and provide
immersive experiences that increase the effectiveness of knowledge transfer. In addition, the project
emphasized the role of innovative pedagogical approaches, including blended learning and
gamification, in adapting educational content and methods to the specific needs of the Mongolian
context.

The project placed special emphasis on collaboration with industry stakeholders and government
partners, recognizing the importance of alignment between the education system and labor market
needs. This synergy is crucial for ensuring the relevance and effectiveness of the educational
programs in order to produce a tangible impact on the national economy. The direct involvement of
key stakeholders allowed educational innovation to be tailored to the country's strategic priorities,
ensuring that the benefits of training extended not only to individual workers, but also to the overall
growth of the productive sector and Mongolia's economic sustainability.

2.1Innovative Strategies and Challenges in the Digitalization of Higher Education in Mongolia:
European Literature Review

Taking note of the needs outlined above, the specific objectives of the project include the need to
establish Lifelong Learning Centres (LLCs) in Mongolian Higher Education Institutions, which will act
as hubs for lifelong learning, exploiting modern digital tools to improve the quality of learning. With
the aim of responding to the needs of the Mongolian context and in order to support the digital
transformation and digitisation of learning delivery methods and teaching in training curricula, a
European literature review was conducted to identify innovative practices, training methodologies
and tools for OHS training. Through the analysis of successful implementation cases, potential
barriers to the use of digital tools for OHS training emerged, providing a comprehensive picture of the
opportunities and challenges.
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Based on the analysis conducted, a detailed report was compiled summarising the most cutting-edge
European trends, practices and teaching methodologies for e-learning training.

It was found that gamification stands out as a particularly effective strategy. The integration of typical
game elements, such as evaluation systems, challenges and rewards, enhances learner engagement
and fosters more robust learning outcomes. Recent studies confirm that these practices have no
negative side effects and represent a dynamic solution for encouraging active student participation
while promoting a more motivating and personalised learning process (Lipnicka, 2020; van Gaalen et
al., 2021; Rodeghiero Neto & Amaral, 2024).

The project, for the digital transformation of the teaching-learning process, also envisages the use of
Virtual Reality (VR) tools, which are becoming more relevant in educational and professional contexts.
The literature highlights how such technologies have positive effects on risk reduction and increased
cognitive retention (Gulbay & Leone, 2024). In particular, VR proves to be an irreplaceable resource
for simulating hazardous situations that would be impossible to replicate in reality, such as possible
contamination situations in industry. This experiential learning mode not only stimulates
engagement, but also facilitates a deeper and more lasting understanding of safety and health
content in hazardous work environments (Junaini et al., 2022). Although AR can offer significant
benefits, it is crucial to carefully consider how to implement it in the educational context to maximise
the benefits and reduce any frustrations or difficulties students may have. The use of AR visors, such
as Hololens, means that users cannot make direct eye contact, reducing non-verbal communication
and emotional expressions, which are important for effective collaboration (Radu & Schneider, 2019).
Finally, the analysis shows the importance of integrating the different digital tools mentioned with the
adoption of active learning strategies. For instance, the combined approach integrating techniques
such as gamification and problem-based learning (PBL) has been shown to be particularly effective
in improving educational outcomes. However, the report also highlights some of the difficulties and
challenges involved in implementing this training, such as increased workload for teachers and
resistance to change on the part of students.

The implementation of digital tools in education faces complex challenges related to digital
inequalities, institutional rigidities and insufficient technological skills (UNESCO, 2023). Socio-
economic and geographical disparities limit equitable access to resources, while resistance to change
hinders the adoption of innovative methodologies. Lack of adequate training for teachers and
students, combined with deficiencies in technical support and availability of up-to-date resources,
reduce the effectiveness of digital technologies. In addition, ineffective communication undermines
interaction and motivation in online learning. Overcoming these barriers requires an integrated
approach to promote equity, innovation and inclusiveness.

In the specific context of Mongolia, the project aims to establish centres for lifelong learning and
digital transformation as hubs for educational innovation and inclusion. These centres will serve as
hubs for the professional training of teachers, for the testing of innovative digital teaching tools and
for direct support to local schools in the transition to hybrid and digitised teaching models. By
conducting case studies on successful experiences and using advanced digital platforms, the project
intends to provide stakeholders with operational tools and evidence-based knowledge to foster the
effective and sustainable integration of ICT. Thus, teacher training emerges as a key element for the
success of e-learning technologies, and this is the ultimate goal of WP2. It is crucial that educators
receive adequate and targeted training that makes them fully prepared to integrate digital tools into
their teaching practice. Only through solid and continuous training can the effective use of
technologies be ensured, thereby optimising the benefits for students.

3. Conclusion
The conclusions emerging from the proposed analysis highlight the importance of promoting quality

education in Mongolia through targeted and strategic interventions. Health and safety training,
selected as a pilot curriculum, proves crucial for strategic sectors such as mining, construction and
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agriculture, demonstrating how educational innovation can have a significant impact on sectors
crucial to the national economy.

However, there is a noticeable absence of Lifelong Learning Centres in higher education, a void that
limits the continuous development of the skills needed to meet the challenges of the contemporary
labour market. The digitisation of courses and the introduction of advanced technological tools are
therefore essential to improve the quality and standards of education in Mongolian academic
institutions. These interventions represent not only an opportunity for technological upgrading, but
also a means of bridging the gap between higher education institutions and other stakeholders,
fostering sustainable growth and the creation of new job opportunities.

The establishment of Lifelong Learning Centres and the digitisation of education are key levers for
modernising the Mongolian education system, strengthening the link between education and
economic and social development. However, constant collaboration with Mongolian partners enables
us to gather continuous feedback on the concrete needs and requirements of local contexts, thus
ensuring the effectiveness and sustainability of ongoing activities.

These efforts represent an essential step towards an inclusive and innovative education system,
capable of responding to local needs and aligning with global trends.
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1. Understanding the implication of Al in education

Artificial Intelligence (Al) is transforming different fields, including education and teaching
approaches. In this context, Al plays an increasingly significant role in education, offering students
and teachers access to advanced and personalised educational resources. In order to participate
productively in the Al era, it is essential that future teachers acquire a fundamental understanding of
how Al works and how it will impact their lives (Gentile et al., 2023; Baidoo-Anu & Owusu Ansah, 2023).
This competence becomes even more relevantin light of recent advances in the field of deep learning,
which have made possible the development of advanced technologies such as generative artificial
intelligence. Such technologies, including Generative Adversarial Networks (GANs) and Generative
Pre-trained Transformers (GPTs), use existing digital content, such as video, images, text and audio,
to create new artificial artifacts based on the analysis of patterns and distributions learned during the
training process (Baidoo-Anu & Owusu Ansah, 2023). Integrating this knowledge into teacher training
not only fosters a critical understanding of Al, but also prepares teachers to harness these
technologies to enhance learning and address future challenges in education.

Several studies show how Al represents a significant evolution in the field of educational design,
outlining its potential for adapting learning environments to the unique needs of students, such as
Intelligent Tutoring Systems or Learning Analytics (LA) (Ayeni et al., 2024; Bahroun et al., 2023;
Pagliara & Bonavolonta, 2024)

Al offers numerous benefits in education, revolutionizing the teaching and learning experience. Here
are some key indicators:

- automating administrative tasks: Al streamlines administrative tasks such as attendance
tracking, grading, and scheduling, freeing up valuable time for teachers to focus on meaningful
interactions with students;

- assistance in task creation and assessment: Al-powered tools help teachers create
performance tasks, develop rubrics, and assess student work efficiently. This enables
educators to provide targeted feedback tailored to individual learner needs;

- personalization of learning: Al facilitates personalized learning experiences by providing
learners with choices and opportunities to express their voices. This fosters a sense of
ownership over their education journey,

- enhanced understanding through interactivity: Al enables more interactive and immersive
learning experiences through simulations, virtual reality, and adaptive learning platforms. This
fosters deeper understanding and engagement among students;

- identification of struggling students: Al algorithms can analyze student performance data to
identify patterns indicative of struggling learners. With this insight, teachers can intervene
early and provide targeted support to help students succeed:;

- fostering curiosity and exploration: Al-powered learning tools encourage curiosity by offering
learners access to a wide range of topics and perspectives. This promotes exploration and
critical thinking skills development.

The analysis and data management capabilities of the most modern Al systems pose themselves as
important support tools for teaching activities (Fabiano, 2024). They make tasks that are repetitive
and take a lot of time easier and better, which gives teachers more time to focus on important things.
Some examples of these tools are systems for managing learning, platforms for making educational
content, software that changes based on how students are learning, and programs for tutoring online.
These tools not only help with tasks like organising classes and grading, but they also use fancy
technology to assess students’ progress. They can figure out patterns in how students learn and see
where they might need help. Teachers can then use this information to make learning better for each
student and find problems early. Remarkably, these tools are continuously updated with self-learning
strategies as people use them, ensuring they remain effective for innovative teaching methods.

However, the introduction of Al in education also raises important ethical and privacy issues. It is
evident that the use of Al has raised many ethical (Bodo et al., 2017; Southgate, 2020) and security
issues in relation to the collection, use and dissemination of data. For this reason, it is important to
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know what issues may arise when Al is introduced in the educational context and to help teachers
better prepare for this new challenge. In this regard, UNESCO introduced global standards for Al
ethics, which were adopted and signed by 193 member countries on 25 November 2021. The
recommendation is addressed to policymakers and includes four ‘values'”:

1. respect, protection and promotion of human rights and fundamental freedoms and human

dignity;

2. living in peaceful, just and interconnected societies,

3. ensuring diversity and inclusiveness;

4. living in a thriving environment and ecosystem.

These values are to be implemented according to the following ‘principles’, which recall those of digital
citizenship: Proportionality and Do No Harm, Safety and Security, Fairness and Non-Discrimination,
Sustainability, Privacy, Human Oversight and Determination, Transparency, Accountability and
Reliability, Awareness and Literacy, Governance and Adaptive and Multistakeholder Collaboration.
This agreement emphasises the importance of ethics in the field of Al worldwide, highlighting the
dangers associated with cultural, social and environmental diversity while creating a universal value
framework (Nguyen et al. 2023). More recently, in 2023, UNESCO published Guidance for Generative
Al in Education and Research, highlighting that generative Al technologies, such as ChatGPT, have
introduced additional ethical and operational issues.

2. Artificial Intelligence and Digital Citizenship

The link between digital citizenship and Al is complex and multidimensional. On the one hand, Al can
facilitate a more active and informed digital citizenship, transforming individuals from mere
consumers of information to active and aware participants; on the other, it is essential that citizens
develop critical skills to navigate this new information landscape. The opportunities for efficiency,
innovation, and growth related to the use of Al require reflection on its long-term effects, calling for
an ongoing effort to balance progress and ethical responsibility (Gulbay et al. 2024).

A good digital citizen can discern between reliable information and disinformation, a task made
difficult by the proliferation of manipulative content and the spread of fake news (Falzone, 2024). Al,
while offering tools for fact-checking and identifying misleading content, is not a panacea. Indeed,
the use of algorithms and recommendation systems can sometimes contribute to creating
information bubbles, reinforcing distorted views of reality.

Moreover, the issue of transparency is crucial. It is important to understand how algorithms work to
influence the information they receive and how these decisions may impact their civic involvement.
It can be argued that the link between digital citizenship and artificial intelligence is characterised by
a balance between opportunities and risks. To fully exploit the potential of Al in promoting meaningful
civic participation, it is crucial that citizens are equipped with the necessary skills to deal with the
challenges of misinformation and manipulation. Indeed, these two ‘realities’ are extremely dependent
and interconnected; aiming for an increasingly ethical use of technology and the digital world must
be a priority, especially for the educational world (La Marca & Falzone, 2024).

Training teachers means providing them with opportunities to develop the skills they need to
understand the actual benefits but also the potential risks and limitations of using Al. It is crucial that
they are able to critically understand the impact of Al in the educational context, acquiring skills to
consciously assess how to use these technologies in an ethical and responsible manner, for the
benefit of their students and the entire educational process. Therefore, it is necessary to educate
citizens in the development and consequent application of critical thinking, read as an essential filter
to be applied with and to the approach to Al.

An arduous task, continuing in this direction, is that entrusted to those in charge of training and
learning-teaching, who must be able to provide students with an adequate ‘toolbox’, a toolkit, that
can enable them to orient themselves in an increasingly technological world. This process will
inevitably lead to the development of a greater sense of responsibility and attention towards all that
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the digital and/or artificial world makes available to them, leading, we hope, to an increasingly aware
and mature use of the advanced tools that technology offers us today.

In order to train teachers in the critical use of artificial intelligence, it is important to integrate Al
education into the school curriculum in a cross- and multidisciplinary manner. Simulations, case
studies and realistic scenarios can be used to make students understand how Al is used in different
contexts and fields. In addition, involving experts in the field, educational institutions and the local
community can offer different perspectives on the use of Al and stimulate debate on ethical and social
issues.

Integrating Al into the educational context helps improve the learning experience that teachers offer
their students. By aligning Al technologies such as ChatGPT to the curriculum, teachers ensure that
the integration is seamlessly integrated into the existing teaching framework, fostering a cohesive
and effective learning environment. For inquiry-based learning, ChatGPT and Al can help encourage
students to ask questions, explore topics and engage in self-directed learning. By posing prompts or
open-ended challenges, teachers can guide students to use ChatGPT as a tool for exploring and
analysing problems. This approach helps students develop critical thinking skills and digital
citizenship skills, as it encourages them to reflect, research, and consider different perspectives and
possible solutions. The personalised feedback and differentiation offered by Al tools allow teachers to
meet the needs of individual students, offering the possibility to provide targeted instruction and
support, ultimately leading to better student outcomes.

3. Structure of the training program
In an effort to enhance the educational landscape and equip educators with innovative tools, a

comprehensive training program was conducted with 200 sicilian future teachers focusing on
understanding and addressing concerns related to the use of Al in education (Table 1).

Modules Activities
Understanding and ¢ Introduction to the potential of Al in education.
addressing concerns ¢ Open discussion on the ethical and pedagogical concerns of students regarding
related to the use of Al in the use of Generative Al.
education ¢ Brainstorming activities to identify and resolve doubts and uncertainties.
Practical training on ¢ Guided hands-on session on using ChatGPT for creating educational resources
effective and ethical use (e.g., exercises, interactive stories, and quizzes).

« Discussion oninteraction models and appropriate language to use with ChatGPT.
¢ Guided hands-on session on using Copilot for creating educational resources.

Experiencing ChatGPT in ¢ Presentation of case studies on using ChatGPT to enhance students' learning
teaching experience.
¢ Hands-on activity to design lessons or educational activities using ChatGPT as a
teaching aid.

¢ Discussion on the results obtained and the potential for integrating ChatGPT into
the primary education curriculum.

Table 1: Training program organization

The training starting with an insightful introduction to the potential of Alin education. Future teachers
delved the possibilities that Al offers, from personalized learning experiences to enhanced student
engagement. We started an open discussion where ethical and pedagogical concerns regarding the
use of Generative Al were explored. Future teachers engaged in thought-provoking conversations,
reflecting on the implications of Al integration in the classroom and its impact on student learning
and development. Brainstorming activities were then conducted to foster collaboration and problem-
solving among educators. Future teachers worked together to identify and resolve doubts and
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uncertainties surrounding the implementation of Al in education, ensuring a thorough understanding
of the technology implications.

Moving on to practical training, teachers participated in guided hands-on sessions focused on the
effective and ethical use of Al tools. They were introduced to ChatGPT, a versatile Al platform, and
learned to create educational resources such as exercises, interactive stories, and quizzes. Through
interactive discussions, teachers explored different interaction models and appropriate language to
use with ChatGPT, ensuring effective communication with the Al system. Additionally, teachers were
guided through hands-on sessions on using Copilot, further expanding their toolkit for creating
educational resources. This practical training equipped educators with the skills needed to leverage
Al tools effectively in the classroom.

Experiencing ChatGPT in teaching was a highlight of the training program. Teachers were presented
with case studies showcasing the successful integration of ChatGPT to enhance students' learning
experiences. They actively engaged in hands-on activities, designing lessons and educational
activities with ChatGPT as a teaching aid. Through reflective discussions, teachers analyzed the
results obtained and explored the potential for integrating ChatGPT into the primary education
curriculum.

4. Analysis of the training program

The training program provided future teachers with a comprehensive understanding of Al in education,
equipped them with practical skills for its implementation, and fostered a collaborative environment for
exploring its potential. As Al continues to shape the future of education, teachers are empowered to
embrace these technologies and create enriching learning experiences for their students.

In order to analyse the training course conducted, the teachers were asked to write critical reflections
on the training course they undertook. A thematic analysis of the responses was conducted by creating
qualitative categories reflecting the most common and recurring observations (Table 2).

Categories

Description

Use in education

User friendliness
and accessibility

Al differences
and capabilities

Impact on
teaching and
learning

Usefulness and
limits of Al

Future training
and preparation

Ethical
implications and
privacy

Positive feedback

Educational
challenges

Book of proceedings//

Discussion and analysis of the ways in which Al can be used in the context of education.

Considerations on the user-friendliness of Al, including accessibility aspects for users with different
levels of technological competence. User interface, intuitiveness and tools to make interaction with
Al more accessible are discussed.

It includes discussions on differences in functionality, text generation capabilities and practical
applications in different contexts.

The use of Al in education to improve teaching effectiveness, stimulate creativity and facilitate
cultural integration. Gaps in understanding and personalisation of learning.

The usefulness of Al for grammar correction and support, while highlighting the need for conscious
use and critical supervision to achieve effective results.

Includes considerations on task automation, required skills and career prospects influenced by the
advancement of Al

Ethical concerns and privacy considerations associated with the use of Al. Includes discussions on
transparency in the use of data, privacy protection and the social impact of technologies.

Itincludes praise for the effectiveness of the responses, the quality of the results generated and the
overall experience.

It includes problems of adaptation, teacher training and acceptance by students and parents.

Table 2: Categories emerging from thematic analysis
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The thematic analysis conducted revealed several key aspects related to the use of Al in educational
contexts. Teachers have honed their skills in formulating prompts for generative Al systems. it is
important to formulate clear and detailed prompts to avoid ambiguity in the answers generated by
the model. This emphasises how crucial accuracy in question construction is to obtain relevant and
precise information. Addressing the ethical implications of these instruments revealed confusion and
disorientation around these issues. Teachers testified that they had a greater understanding of the
risks related to their privacy, this also provided a general awareness of the limitations of Al. For
instance, ChatGPT is not immune to errors or misunderstandings, especially when dealing with
complex texts, and users must be prepared to interpret answers critically. In connection with this, it
was emphasised that the information provided by ChatGPT should always be verified through reliable
external sources. This approach promotes a habit of critical evaluation and helps students to
distinguish between reliable and unreliable sources. Another theme that emerged was the need to
use Al under the supervision of teachers, who can guide and direct the use of the tool consistently
with educational objectives.

The importance of continuous feedback and monitoring by teachers was also recognised, particularly
by observing how students interact with these systems and providing them with guidance to guide
the use of this tool. This highlights the importance of adequate training to allow students to
understand both the potential and limitations of ChatGPT, while learning the correct ways to interact
with the system. Finally, the need to periodically update and revise the guidelines for the use of
ChatGPT was emphasised. Such revision allows the guidelines to be adapted to changes in technology
and the educational environment, ensuring that its use remains appropriate and effective at all times.

5. Conclusions

The training program on integrating Al into education has been a transformative experience for
teachers, equipping them with the knowledge and skills needed to navigate the complexities of Al
integration in the classroom. Through engaging discussions, practical training sessions, and hands-
on activities, teachers have gained a deeper understanding of the potential of Al to enhance student
learning experiences.

By addressing concerns related to ethics, pedagogy. and effective use of Al tools, educators are now
better prepared to harness the power of Al responsibly. The brainstorming activities facilitated
collaborative problem-solving, enabling teachers to identify and resolve uncertainties surrounding Al
implementation.

Practical training sessions on using ChatGPT and Copilot have empowered teachers to create
engaging educational resources, fostering creativity and innovation in teaching practices. The
presentation of case studies has provided valuable insights into real-world applications of Al in
education, inspiring teachers to explore new possibilities for enhancing their teaching methodologies.
As we reflect on the outcomes of this training program, it is evident that Al has the potential to
revolutionize education, offering personalized learning experiences and empowering educators to
meet the diverse needs of their students. By integrating Al into the curriculum, teachers can cultivate
critical thinking, creativity, and digital literacy skills among students, preparing them for success in
an increasingly Al-driven world.

Moving forward, it is essential to continue providing support and resources for educators as they
navigate the ever-evolving landscape of Al in education. By fostering a culture of lifelong learning and
adaptation, we can ensure that educators remain at the forefront of innovation, driving positive
change in the education sector.
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Abstract

With this work we propose an overview of the studies that led to the operationalization of
Adultcentrism (AD) and Black Pedagogy (BP) scales. Moreover, we outline the international research
connections with childist theoretical perspective, which has been analyzed in its potential to promote
age-inclusive developments and educational methodologies (Biswas et al., 2023).

Indeed, through the analyses of our results, it has become clear that Adultcentrism seems to reflect
the natural point of view of adults, which risks leading to detrimental practices only if exacerbated
(Florio et. al, 2022a). Furthermore, the construct of Black Pedagogy proved to be particularly useful if
used in a non-judgmental way (Florio et al., 2023), prompting the proposal of the new term “Bleak
Pedagogy”.
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1. Introduction

The term “Bleak” Pedagogy emerges in our discourses in replacement of “Black” Pedagogy as a
reinterpretation of entrenched educational practices grounded in the dominance of an exacerbated
adultcentric forma mentis. Presented during the ATEE Spring Conference 2024, this contribution
investigates how adult-biased frameworks shape pedagogical practices based on power and
oppression that lead to detrimental outcomes for children. Drawing on empirical research and
theoretical interventions, the authors advocate for a transformative approach that deconstructs
traditional power dynamics and highlights the urgent need for age-inclusive pedagogies. This paper
delves into the origins, implications, and potential transformations surrounding the terms
“adultcentrism” and “bleak pedagogy”.

2. The foundational role of adultcentrism

Adultcentrism refers to the pervasive bias inherent in adult-child relationships, where adult
perspectives dominate and marginalize children’s voices (Foti, 2004; Furioso, 2000; Goode, 1986;
Mackay, 1974, 2003; Pedrocco Biancardi, 2002). Operationalized by Florio, Caso, and Castelli (2020a),
adultcentrism emerges as a “natural” viewpoint for adults but becomes problematic when
unrecognized (Florio et al., 2022). It perpetuates harmful assumptions, such as the belief that adults
possess superior judgment or inherent authority over children (Bell, 1988, 1995; Checkoway, 1996;
Fletcher, 2013; Fletcher & Vavrus, 2006; Rodriguez Tramolao, 2013). Empirical tools, such as the
Adultcentrism Scale (Florio et al., 2020a, 2022), facilitate the study of this construct, offering insights
into how it informs societal norms and parenting practices.

The adultcentric paradigm is particularly concerning due to its role in normalizing authoritarian
educational practices. The risk of escalating adultcentrism into overt control has been discussed in
Florio et al. (2022), if exacerbated, it fosters environments where children’s needs and perspectives
are consistently subordinated to adult priorities. An example is using and endorsing “Black Pedagogy”
practices: this term, rooted in historical authoritarian practices (Rutschky, 1977, 2015), encompasses
methods characterized by control, punishment, and the systemic use of power over children. It has
been largely discussed its reliance on physical and psychological violence as ‘necessary’ tools for
toughening children up in view of adult life (Brokate, 2005; Miller, 1980, 1983, 2007), but - despite
being increasingly critiqued by professionals (Perticari, 2016) -, subtler forms of these practices
remain embedded in contemporary educational and cultural norms (Florio et al., 2020b, 2022).

3. From Black Pedagogy to Bleak Pedagogy: Reconceptualizing power dynamics

The transition from “Black” Pedagogy to “Bleak” Pedagogy reflects a fundamental shift in
understanding, since the term bleak has been chosen to escape from the good-bad opposition (Florio
et al., 2023) when referring to adults’ educational role and to capture the desolation and lack of
alternative pedagogical resources in authoritarian frameworks. This can lead the adult to experience
frustration, as there seems to be no other way to act, thus fostering a feeling of having to do
something very unpleasant but deemed necessary for the child’s own good.

On the occasion of the ATEE Spring Conference 2024, we sought to illustrate our reasoning through
selected famous paintings that, in our view, effectively capture the emotional and relational impact of
a bleak pedagogy in action.

Giovanni Segantini’'s painting (cf. Fig. 1) Le cattive madri (The bad mothers) portrays a windswept,
unwelcoming landscape, devoid of nurturing resources. The depiction of an arid and desolate
landscape serves as a stage for the atonement of those bad mothers who are guilty of not adhering
to the purest values of motherhood; a scene rich in symbolism, inspired by the lyrics of his friend Luigi
lllica, who translated a segment of the poem Pandjavalli (Giovanelli, 2014; del Bondio, 1999).
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Figure 1: Giovanni Segantini - Le cattive madri (The bad mothers), 1894.

By virtue of the subjective nature of artistic reception experience, we would like to share what is our
purely personal impression arising when looking at this stark depiction: it reminded us of the
desolation and lack of alternatives that characterize Bleak Pedagogy as we conceptualize it, where
the adult often appears to be the first to suffer. Yet, this bleak environment is not without hope: it
stands as a powerful call to action, urging us to see its emptiness not as an endpoint, but as a canvas
for transformation. It offers space, a space to plant the seeds of new resources and ideas, though the
barren ground must first be tilled with care and intention. This is more than an invitation; it is a
challenge to reimagine these desolate landscapes as fertile ground for growth, renewal, and
boundless potential for the well-being of both the child and the adult.

Similarly, Edvard Munch'’s Evening on Karl Johan Street (Fig. 2) deeply resonated with us and informed
our reflections, as it provides a haunting portrayal of alienation and gloom.

Figure 2: Edvard Munch - Evening on Karl Johan Street, 1892.
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The effectiveness of this depiction allows us to illustrate what we believe could also be the isolating
nature of oppressive pedagogies, whose system of premises becomes purely self-referential and
endowed with a high internal coherence, making it difficult to escape - or even to find the desire or
motivation to envision or pursue alternatives. It is interesting to highlight an aspect of Munch’s artistic
practice in this regard: notably, his “horse cure,” (i.e. Hestekur) which involved exposing his works to
the natural elements - rain, snow, wind, and even decay - precisely to temper them and make them
more “real”’. The deliberate exposure of the paintings to the harsh elements, intended to temper them,
inspired us to draw a parallel with the rationale of bleak pedagogy. This educational approach subjects
children to adverse conditions under the pretext of preparing them for the challenges of adult life.
The concept of “toughening up through adversity” lies at the heart of this critique, underscoring the
urgent need for a balanced approach that nurtures both resilience and care in child-rearing.

In summary, the transition from “Black Pedagogy” to “Bleak Pedagogy” represents not merely a
terminological shift but a call for a profound reconsideration of the power dynamics embedded in
educational practices. Bleak Pedagogy becomes evident in practice when adults rely heavily on the
authority of their role to educate, highlighting the absence of alternative strategies - we can
hypothesize that this occurs particularly in societal environments dominated by norms or demands
that create external pressures, requiring adults to achieve certain results with young people. The
centrality of power highlights the emotional and intellectual deprivation caused by such methods and
risks becoming the only framework young people learn to express their needs, which they may later
replicate by asserting their authority over adults when they perceive an opportunity to do so (e.g.,
adolescent rebellion), thus perpetuating intergenerational transmission.

4. Empirical insights

The empirical foundation underpinning our reasoning is based on several studies involving diverse
groups of participants. It is important to specify that in this paragraph, we refer exclusively to our
previous works, as the scales of Adultcentrism and Bleak Pedagogy are relatively new, and no
publications by other authors have yet associated these two constructs within a research design.
During the initial validation phase of the Adultcentrism Scale and the Bleak Pedagogy Scale (referred
to as the Black Pedagogy Scale at the time), analyses were conducted on the responses of university
students and parents of Italian primary school pupils (Florio et al., 2020b, 2020a). Subsequently, the
responses of primary school teachers were analyzed in the study Detrimental Educational Practices
Deemed as Culturally Acceptable: Adultcentrism and Black Pedagogy in Italian Primary Schools
(Florio et al., 2022). Further analyses were carried out in the work Mind-Mindedness and Educational
Stance in a Sample of Primary School Teachers (Florio et al., 2023), with additional papers currently
submitted or in preparation. In these studies, alongside the exploration of the constructs’ meanings
through a comprehensive literature review, we also focused on quantitative analyses and
methodologies, supported by the substantial number of participants who engaged with our research
proposal. This robust participation enabled us to conduct various analyses, including Exploratory and
Confirmatory Factor Analyses (EFA and CFA), linear regression analysis, and Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM)—the latter being part of a paper currently under submission.

The Adultcentrism Scale and the Bleak Pedagogy Scale allowed us to quantify and analyze these
constructs, revealing significant correlations between adultcentrism and the authoritarian practices
described by the Bleak Pedagogy construct. Key findings emphasize the predictive role of
adultcentrism in fostering bleak pedagogical practices. Interestingly, participants demonstrated
greater agreement with the values of bleak pedagogy than with its methods, suggesting a tendency
to reject its practices. These results underscore the urgency of addressing underlying biases and
developing interventions that promote an educational stance inclusive of children’s culture and
perspectives.

“The artist is, in fact, convinced that his own works being tools for communicating feelings of decay, destruction and
dissolution, to expose them to the air, to the elements of nature (rain, wind, snow, sun...) and to the contact with the world
(dust, rust, excrement, mold, wax, candle smoke...) is a way to temper them and make them protagonists of that ‘cure’
which is part of the artistic genesis”. (Duo, 2023, p. 58) - Own translation from Italian to English
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5. Childism as a transformative structural lens

Perspectives The transformative purpose of the Adultcentrism Scale and Bleak Pedagogy Scale
extends beyond their applicability for promoting children’s cultures and perspectives within existing
educational systems. While these Scales provide valuable insights for micro-level organizational
changes and pedagogical practices, it is essential to recognize the broader social critique revealed by
the paradigm of adult-centrism and related concepts like adultism. Education, as an intergenerational
relationship, is shaped by cultural norms, institutional frameworks, and political economy that often
rely on age-based segregation and hierarchies. Understanding the power dynamics and
transformative potential of these relational divisions requires examining how oppressive structures
are sustained through constructed notions of “adulthood” and “childhood.”

By applying the Scales, adults can become more aware of their privileges and use this awareness to
rethink educational structures that move beyond age-based hierarchies. For example, education
need not be limited to adults teaching children but can also involve adults learning from children
(Biswas, 2021), fostering more inclusive intergenerational relationships.

This transformative response to age-based hierarchies is a core principle of childism. In its most
expansive sense, childism advocates for the recognition, social justice, and inclusion of all humans.
The ethicist John Wall (2019) illustrates the movement’s epistemological trajectory by comparing
childism to feminism, highlighting its dual role in deconstructing adultism’'s history and
reconstructing new social norms. In this way, childist interventions challenge dominant
understandings of childhood, which have historically been rooted in the subordination of children by
adults, and expand the vision of what it means to build inclusive human communities.

It is mention worthy that while movements such as the New School movement, along with related
efforts like the progressive education movement (Kennedy 2018) and the Italian Movimento di
Cooperazione Educativa (Tripi 2024), do reflect childist inclinations—particularly in their critiques of
authority and their advocacy for child-centered, democratic schooling—what distinguishes childism
is its potential to offer structural pathways for transforming the economic, political, and social nexus
of society beyond the school. As David Kennedy rightly notes, these movements embody a sensibility
aligned with the “empathic mode” of child-rearing and the democratic social character, and can be
seen as early expressions of a childist agenda within schooling (Biswas et al, 2023). However, their
interventions remain primarily situated in specific Western contexts and are largely limited to
pedagogical reform. This leaves open the question of how childism might be applied transnationally
to restructure broader political economic systems. In particular, there is an urgent need to respond to
contemporary adultist injustices—such as intergenerational climate injustice—where neoliberal
economies depend on education systems to reproduce human capital, often without regard for
children’s lived realities or future wellbeing.

6. Implications for practice and conclusions

The introduction of “Bleak Pedagogy” as a critical concept invites educators, policymakers, and
researchers to reflect on the long-term consequences of authoritarian practices, not only on children
but also on adults themselves. By framing these methods within a social constructionist perspective,
the authors advocate moving beyond binary judgments of “good” or “bad” pedagogies and,
consequently, simplistic labels of “good” or “bad” teachers, fathers, or mothers. Instead, the focus
shifts towards understanding how cultural norms perpetuate these practices and identifying
pathways for systemic change, fostering a meeting point between adult and children’s cultures to the
benefit of both.

Practical implications include the development of training programs for educators and teachers that
prioritize relational and empathetic approaches, alongside policy reforms aimed at embedding
frameworks inclusive of children’s and adolescents’ cultures into educational systems. These steps
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are essential for fostering environments that respect children’s rights and support their holistic
development.

Adultcentrism’s influence extends beyond interpersonal dynamics, shaping educational systems and
institutional practices in profound ways. Within this framework, the concept of “Bleak Pedagogy”
represents a significant step forward in understanding the far-reaching impacts of exacerbated
adultcentric bias. By exposing the limitations of authoritarian practices and advocating for relational
and genuinely inclusive approaches to adult-child relationships, this research offers a roadmap for
transformative change. Integrating the perspective of childism as a lens for reimagining these
dynamics could provide an essential foundation for restructuring educational and political economic
systems to prioritize mutual respect, equity, and growth for all generations.
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Abstract

While research on childhood resilience is growing, limited attention has been given to the resilience
of hospitalised children, who face unique challenges beyond their iliness and treatment. This study
addressed this gap by exploring the narratives of hospital school teachers in the Republic of Ireland.
Through 16 semi-structured interviews, the dynamic and holistic role of teachers in fostering and
supporting resilience emerged. Teachers proactively and reactively provided emotional support
within the ‘safe’ environment of the hospital school. Leveraging the ‘normalcy’ of school, children’s
social needs were nurtured by teachers facilitating peer connections and social skills, which in turn,
supported belongingness, identity formation, and reduced isolation. These findings underscore the
vital teacher role and offers valuable insights for educational and healthcare professionals.
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1. Introduction

Schools are important social spaces for children's socio-emotional development, providing
opportunities to establish positive relationships and develop a sense of belonging (Darling-Hammond
et al., 2019). The social interactions and opportunities to socialise within schools contributes to
children’s identity formation and socio-emotional skills and habits, highlighting the school’s role in
fostering their holistic growth, beyond academic learning (Chafouleas & lovino, 2021; Shin et al., 2016).

1.1 Hospitalised children

However, children who experience illness, warranting hospitalisation, face removal from this
environment, presenting challenges outside their medical treatment. Depending on the severity of
the illness, treatment plan, and hospital policies, hospitalised children may be restricted in peer
interactions and have extended absences from their ‘base’ school, often resulting in social isolation
and emotional challenges (Sawyer et al., 2023). It is well documented that hospitalisation can present
stressors and adverse experiences requiring emotional adjustment (Macias et al., 2015; Moses, 2011;
Savina et al., 2014). To this end, many children struggle with this disconnection, isolation and
maintaining close friendships, potentially contributing to developmental disruptions (Desjardins et al.,
2019; Schulte & Barrera, 2010; Yates, 2012).

1.2 Cultivating Resilience

To understand how children navigate such challenges, Masten’s (2019) resilience framework is
employed. Defined as “the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite
challenging or threatening circumstances,” (Masten et al., 1990, p.426), children’s resilience can be
considered from the environmental and individual stressors encountered, alongside the accrued
protective factors, which allow them to continue to function and cope (Greene, 2008). Therefore,
resilience encompasses not just ‘bouncing back’ from adversity but also growing and developing
through challenges. Masten points to the many factors surrounding the child as key, including
individual characteristics (e.g. age, self-regulation), familial support (e.g. secure caregiving,
significant others), and social connections (e.g. positive relationships, supports; Bain & Durbach,
2021; Masten, 2001, 2019).

Through this lens, schools play a pivotal role in fostering resilience through the social and emotional
provisions afforded. For example, children have regular opportunities to experience mastery, success
and achievement as well as nurture intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy, and persistence during
setbacks (Masten et al., 2008). Not surprisingly, teachers are instrumental in creating these supports
(Masten, 2014). Teacher’s social support and reassurance of children that they are respected, valued,
and cared for, positively impacts them when navigating challenges (Agbaria & Bdier, 2020; Rigby,
2000). In turn, this support enhances children’s relationships and socio-emotional well-being (Cohen
et al., 2000; Li et al., 2022). Notably, teachers’ provision of social support is particularly important for
those with limited familial support or fewer reliable social networks (Wentzel, 2016).

1.3 Hospital Schools

Despite a growing body of research on childhood resilience, little is known about the experiences of
hospitalised children, as most studies are situated within mainstream educational settings. Yet, we
do know that these children are removed from their usual ‘base’ school during hospitalisation, and
some may have the opportunity to attend a hospital school. These schools are complex and flexible
educational settings that offer personalised learning opportunities, tailored to the child’'s unique and
multifaceted needs (Angstrom-Brannstrom et al., 2008). Specifically, holistic approaches, which
support their socio-emotional needs, beyond their medical care, are warranted (Darling- Hammond,
2019; Hopkins et al., 2014; Maor & Mitchem., 2018). However, research exploring resilience in this
context remains limited, as does the understanding of the role of the hospital school and their
teachers. How is resilience promoted and supported in this setting? Are children offered opportunities
to derive strength from their hospital experiences?
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To address this gap, this study explores hospital school teachers in the Republic of Ireland. In
particular, the teacher’s role and the approaches employed in promoting the socio-emotional needs
of hospitalised children are considered. The following research question frames the study: How do
hospital school teachers support the socio-emotional needs of learners in hospital schools?

2. Methodology

2.1Design

A narrative inquiry (NI) design was employed, allowing participants to provide their experiences
through thick, rich stories. Connelly and Calandinin (1990) first employed NI to explore teachers’
perceptions and personal stories, arguing that education and educational research involves the
construction and reconstruction of personal and social stories, with the key storytellers being
learners, teachers, and researchers. More specifically, narratives have been used to examine
resilience, pointing to its suitability (Wyman, 2003). In this study, we aimed to explore the role and
practices of hospital school teachers by leveraging Nl through storytelling, where teachers share their
professional experiences with hospitalised children (Haydon & der Riet, 2017). This approach also
captured cultural, personal, and environmental influences shaping these experiences (Squire et al.,
2014).

2.2Participants

The researchers purposefully recruited participants from three hospital schools in the Republic of
Ireland, based on the following criteria: fully qualified teacher status and currently working with
hospitalised children in one of the three hospital schools targeted. Information pertaining to the study
was initially sent to the school principal of each school. Following their permission, the researchers
visited the hospital schools to outline the study in detail and distribute consent forms to teachers.
Participants subsequently contacted the researchers, using the provided contact information, to
express their willingness to take part and agree a mutually agreeable time for interview. Participation
was voluntary.

The final sample included 16 hospital school teachers, with teaching experience in the hospital school
setting ranging 6months (n=2) to 26 years. Teachers had qualified teacher status at primary (n-11) or
post-primary (n=5) levels. The sample included 14 females and 2 males.

2.3 Research Tool

Semi-structured interviews served as the research instrument. Each teacher participated in one
face-to-face interview with one researcher, lasting approximately 45 minutes. This format facilitated
authentic, honest dialogue and allowed probing for deeper insights when necessary (Sigad, 2023).
With participant’s permission, each interview was recorded for accuracy. The interview schedule
contained a range of open-ended questions under four sections: teaching background, teaching day,
learner needs, and teacher supports and approaches. The interview schedule was piloted in advance
with a qualified teacher, who did not take part in the study.

2.4 Procedure

Interviews were conducted between April and July 2023, in the respective teacher’s hospital school.
The time and date for each interview was agreed in advance to ensure it did not present an additional
burden for the teacher and suited their schedule. The interviews were recorded by the researcher for
accuracy, providing comprehensive documentation of each interview (Cohen et al., 2018).

Two weeks prior to the interview, each teacher who had indicated their willingness to take part,
received an information sheet pertaining to the study and their involvement. This information
reiterated the details provided during the researchers face-to-face meeting in each school. The
researchers’ contact details were also repeated, should the participants have any queries.
Participants returned their signed consent form prior to their interview.

2.5 Analysis of Data
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Interview data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis: repeated
readings of the transcripts for familiarity, identifying codes, arranging codes, reviewing and removing
irrelevant material, and naming of themes. Although presented linearly, the analysis was iterative and
reflexive, with the overarching objective to highlight the participants’ voices. Both researchers were
involved in the analysis to increase rigour, discussing each step collaboratively. Two key themes
emerged: (1) proactive and reactive emotional support and (2) fostering connections.

2.6Rigour and Trustworthiness

To ensure rigour and trustworthiness underscoring this qualitative research (Morse, 2015), all
analyses and original data were kept (Petty et al., 2012). Participants were also provided with the
opportunity to review their transcript for accuracy (Morse, 2015). The researchers also meet regularly
during data analysis to discuss and debrief on each stage (Nowell et al., 2017). In the presentation of
findings, the researchers’ interpretations were grounded by the participants’ direct quotations,
therefore allowing rigour to be assessed and transparency provided (Patton, 2015).

2.7Ethics

Ethical approval was granted by the ethics board of the researchers’ University, and all ethical
standards were strictly observed in adherence with these guidelines. Prior to the start of the study,
the researchers informed the participants of the nature of the study in writing and in person, as well
as the voluntary nature of participation. Participants signed a consent form prior to being interviewed,
with the understanding that they could terminate or refuse to answer any question, without
repercussion (BERA, 2024). Participants data was anonymised to protect their identity, with all
identifying information removed during transcription. The researchers’ contact details were shared in
the distributed information sheet and in person in the school. The contact details of mental health
professionals were also provided, should they be required.

3. Results

The thematic analysis resulted in the emergence of two themes, both demonstrating hospital school
teachers as integral in the promotion of hospitalised children’s resilience. Accordingly, teachers
supported children’s needs by providing (1) proactive and reactive emotional support and (2) fostering
connections. In documenting each theme, the respective elements are discussed in line with their
prominence in the interviews.

3.1Theme 1: Proactive and reactive emotional support

The first theme highlighted teachers as key sources of emotional support for children attending the
hospital school. This support was both proactive and reactive. Proactively, teachers anticipated the
emotional needs of learners by planning lessons and interactions that accommodated each child’s
emotional, physical, and medical circumstances. For example, if a teacher was aware that a learner
had experienced a challenging day or received difficult news, they carefully considered how this might
impact their ability to attend and engage in lessons, adjusting their approach to offer appropriate
support.

«..their energy levels can be compromised, their attention span can be compromised, their cognitive
processing can be altered due to medications or just fatigue, whatever the case may be».

This proactive approach was informed by teachers periodically visiting learners at their bedside or in
the ward, observing and engaging in conversations with them, and obtaining updates from parents,
other teachers and members of the multidisciplinary team.

«..you can almost sense it by their face, by their words, by their tone of voice even, you know. ‘He’s
not going to be able for this».
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These efforts allowed teachers to build a holistic understanding of each child's emotional and medical
state, enabling tailored support that addressed the unique challenges each child faced.

To further support children’s emotional needs, teachers shared their observations and interactions
with the teaching and multidisciplinary teams in a more formal manner, affording a consistent and
coordinated approach to care and education.

«I've a multi-disciplinary team meeting for the ward..one member of each discipline who works on the ward,
meets up to discuss certain children and it's at that meeting that you get the information and then you've to
relay that to the teachers that you work with. Thankfully we work together, we talk it out».

Emotional support was also reactive, with teachers responding to children’'s emotions as they
surfaced during lessons and their time in the school. This support was immediate, spontaneous, and
individualised to meet the child’'s needs in the moment. A subtle and gentle approach was evident in
many accounts, highlighting the comforting role teachers assumed. They encouraged children to
openly express and process their emotions in response to their experiences. One teacher recounted:

«"You don't have to explain yourself if you don't want to, you just enjoy [the lesson]. Come in and enjoy it, it
will give you a break’. It's never, as | say to them, about the academic. It's about the child’s well-being. That's
what I'm chasing».

In doing so, children were provided with a safe and supportive space for self-expression. Interestingly,
two teachers intimated that some children only felt comfortable expressing themselves within this
school environment.

«..they can take ownership because there’'s so much that happens here [hospital] that's not their choice.
They have to do this and that, their parents telling them, the doctor telling them, you know, so this is their
chance».

The reactionary approach also acknowledged the dynamic nature of children’s emotions, shaped by
their immediate and ongoing experience of hospitalisation, medical treatments, and the challenges
of theirillnesses.

«l walked in and out of a lot of rooms and was told ‘No’ and the level of politeness can vary in the no. You can
have some [children] shout at you and tell you get the hell out. Some can be quite abusive».

Alternatively, when a child preferred not to discuss their emotions, teachers offered distraction
through the planned lessons or gently redirecting conversations. This approach aimed to uplift the
child’'s mood, offering a buffer against the broader hospital environment and their ongoing
circumstances. Teachers stated that lessons were intentionally designed to be stimulating and
engaging, while avoiding any additional stress.

«..having them distracted, whether it's a piece of maths or whatever, because we usually try and focus on
their area of interest because then, it makes it easier and just gives them a ‘feelgood’ factor».

More broadly, teachers provided children with both immediate and long-term reassurance,
emphasising that they were valued beyond their illness and treatment, and that their learning and
engagement was important. By encouraging regular attendance at the hospital school and offering
flexible, interesting, and appropriately challenging lessons, teachers conveyed the message that the
children mattered and that their education remained a priority. This often subtle and covert
communication reinforced hope, reminding children that they would get better and continue their
educational journey.

«We're actually telling you, ‘There’s going to be an end to this, and you will get back to being an ordinary pupil
or teenager and everything that goes with that" Yeah, they're unwell but come on, it's only a small part of
who they are».
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3.2 Theme 2: Fostering connections

The second theme, fostering connections, centred on teachers’ efforts to provide social support and
peer interaction and connection. This included regular and varied opportunities for children to
interact, where teachers actively endorsed school attendance, regardless of the length of time a child
could manage.

«It [school] gives them a focus. It gives them something to get up for. It's a well-being piece in cases where
kids are cleared for classroom, they're able to get out of their room, they're able to see other people».

Teachers facilitated opportunities for children to meet and connect, using lessons as a vehicle for
social interaction, rather than purely academic purposes. The emphasis was on social connections
with peers and teachers. Teachers believed this approach helped children build new peer
relationships and supported the development of their social skills, as shown by their accounts:

«..we like doing the multi-grade [lesson] because it's just good for their social skills and it's good for them to
get out and talk to other people..»

«.. we get a lot of teenagers, so we do a lot of student voice, student choice, you know that kind of way>».

Teachers regarded attendance and interaction in lessons as a success for children, prioritising these
over academic progress or traditional learning outcomes. Consequently, the focus shifted from
academics to fostering connection and offering social support during this challenging time. In this
supportive environment, teachers observed that children gain a sense of belonging and felt less
isolated. One teacher reflected:

«Just meeting other children, really. The social aspect. It all comes down to that- not feeling alone in their
iliness or isolation, realising they're not the only ones. We can fit two students in our small classroom on the
ward at a time, so | really try, if possible, to bring two children of similar age together. Sometimes they don't
talk or acknowledge each other, but you see them looking- realising they're not alone».

Another echoed this sentiment:

«And look and see, it's not just me. Make friends, chat, do ordinary teenage stuff and chat about music or art,
whatever it is but they see other...»

Finally, teachers affirmed that the hospital school was perceived as a familiar and ‘normal’ space
amidst the new and often unfamiliar hospital environment. Children’s familiarity with what a school
and teacher does, provides them with a sense of continuity through routines and supportive
interactions. One teacher explained:

«We're non-medical. We're teachers- everyone knows what a teacher is. They know how to interact with a
teacher because they've presumably done it before. They can talk to their friends about things like, ‘Oh | did
this today’ or ‘This teacher is driving me mental’..»

This sense of normalcy was seen as crucial in helping children maintain their identity and feel a sense
of belonging, separate from their iliness and hospitalisation. As one teacher noted:

«0ne thing | always push with the kids is there are no medical interventions in the classroom. You try and
encourage as positively ‘Please come to school, because in the setting, it's probably the only normal part of
the entire day».

From this perspective, the hospital school is a sanctuary - a space where children can temporarily

escape the realities of their treatment and immerse themselves in familiar routines and social
interactions.
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4. Discussion

This research explored how resilience is fostered and supported in hospitalised children, with
particular attention to the role and approaches adopted by hospital school teachers in the Republic
of Ireland. Previous research has emphasised the multidimensional nature of the development of
resilience in children, with the support systems and environments in which they operate instrumental
(Bain & Durbach, 2021; Masten, 2001, 2019). Using a narrative inquiry design, this study identified two
themes that highlight the critical role of hospital teachers in nurturing children’s resilience through
provision of emotional supports and fostering connections. Both themes underscore the importance
teachers place on addressing children’s socio-emotional needs, echoing research which argues that
schools are key to children’s holistic growth, beyond academic learning, and equipping children to
navigate adversities (Chafouleas & lovino 2021; Shin et al., 2016).

4.1 Placing holistic needs to the fore

Hospitalised children experience significant needs beyond their medical treatment, including
emotional, social and academic supports (Maor & Mitchem, 2020). Separation from family and friends,
along with the disruption of familiar environments and routines in the unfamiliar hospital setting, can
have a negative impact on children (Hopkins et al., 2014). The results of this study suggest that
hospital teachers take a holistic approach in supporting the dynamic and related needs of these
children (Darling-Hammond, 2019), ensuring they are supported in ways that aid both recovery and
growth during this difficult time. The teachers placed importance on children’s socio-emotional
needs, whilst facilitating their learning. Interestingly, the often-central position of academic learning
was secondary to the more immediate socio-emotional needs of the child. By integrating socio-
emotional considerations and supports into their lessons and interactions, hospital teachers not only
give children a recognisable space and routine, but also cultivates their resilience, in the face of
upheaval (Masten, 2019).

4.2 Teacher as emotional buffer

Teachers assumed an adaptive and individualised approach to support children's emotional needs,
serving as emotional buffers to mitigate stress and emotional challenges. This approach aligns with
previous research showing the positive influence of school support on healthy development and
stress reduction (Lackova Rebicova et al., 2021; Tennant et al., 2015). Hospital teachers anticipated
children’'s emotional needs during lesson planning and communication, intentionally providing
positive and stimulating experiences while avoiding any potential stressors. Bishop (2010)
emphasised the role of positive, engaging experiences in enhancing well-being, a strategy also
beneficial for hospitalised children, as highlighted by other scholars (Hutton, 2003; Keehan, 2021).
Teachers also reported carefully responding to children’s changing emotions, gently guiding them to
participate in planned activities and redirecting conversations, to maintain and improve their mood.

4.3 Capitalising on normalcy

The sense of normalcy provided by hospital schools, through planned lessons, familiar teacher roles,
and opportunities to establish peer connections, was another key finding. Early research by Karl et al
(1999) underscored the positive impact of engaging in familiar activities and routines on the well-
being of hospitalised teenagers. Similarly, Bishop (2010) stressed that participation in routines and
activities, that mirror life outside the hospital, can help children to maintain a positive outlook. By
attending hospital schools, teachers provided children continuity in their education, fostering
connections with peers and reinforcing their identity, beyond that of a patient (Capurso and Dennis,
2017; Keehan, 2021). This engagement positions them as active participants in their own lives,
generating a sense of agency as students and individuals (Bandura, 2006). Moreover, participation in
the hospital school, whether academically or socially, enhances self-esteem and affirms their
capabilities to navigate challenges in both their health and broader life (Bang et al., 2020).

The normalcy of hospital schools also alleviated feelings of isolation, providing psychological relief
and hope, amidst the challenges of iliness and hospitalisation (Keehan, 2021; Yates, 2012). In this
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familiar environment, teachers recognised the importance of facilitating social connections, which
could boost children’s support networks. In the same vein, Bishop (2010) confirms the importance of
companionship, social interaction and support for hospitalised patients. By encouraging these
positive peer interactions, teachers created opportunities for children to share both their struggles
and achievements, creating a common ground and camaraderie. These shared experiences also
reassured children that they were not alone in their iliness and hospitalisation, thus reducing feelings
of isolation (Keehan, 2021).

4.4 School as sanctuary

The final mechanism facilitating teachers’ promotion of children’s resilience is the representation of
the school as a ‘sanctuary’, within the broader hospital environment. Sigad (2023) identifies these
alternative “spaces of being” as environments where individuals can temporarily escape adverse
conditions and experience different forms of reality. Importantly, these safe spaces provide
opportunities for coping and stress reduction (Ferrara & Flammia, 2013; Carmel et al., 2015). However,
some argue that this dynamic can also reflect emotional dissociation and repression (Filipusic et al.,
2015).

This study found evidence of both outcomes, with teachers expressing knowledge of when to pursue
each. In some cases, the school served as a refuge where children could disengage from discussions
about illness and treatment. Instead, they could immerse themselves in the planned lesson.
Conversely, teachers provided opportunities for children to express their emotions openly, if they felt
comfortable in doing so. Interestingly, the findings revealed that some children only felt comfortable
expressing themselves in the hospital school, rather than the busier hospital environment, again
pointing to the significance of this non-threatening, supportive setting and the compassionate
teachers there. The ability to express emotions in a supportive environment is essential for emotional
regulation, helping children process their experiences and develop effective coping strategies for
future challenges. According to Lackova Rebicova et al. (2021) higher levels of teacher support are
linked to reduced emotional distress among children. Additionally, such support reaffirms to children
that they are respected, valued, and cared for (Agbaria & Bdier, 2020; Rigby, 2000).

4.5Limitations of the study

While this study highlights the dynamic and holistic role of hospital teachers and the diverse
approaches they employ to support children’s resilience during hospitalisation, several limitations
must be acknowledged. The majority of participants were female (n=14), with only 2 males
interviewed. This reflects the gender distribution within hospital schools in Ireland. Secondly, the
research was conducted solely in hospital schools within Ireland, limiting the applicability of findings
to other jurisdictions. Thirdly, given the qualitative nature of the study, the findings are not intended
to be generalised across the entire population of hospital teachers.

Despite these limitations, the study provides a valuable foundation for further exploration. Future
research could benefit from a broader range of stakeholders, such as parents and members of the
multidisciplinary team supporting hospitalised children. The next phase of the study will explore some
of these additional perspectives, including those of teachers in ‘base’ schools and parents of
hospitalised children. This will help to further illuminate the multifaceted and socially informed nature
of resilience.

5. Conclusions

This study revealed the essential role of the hospital teacher in fostering resilience among
hospitalised children, by addressing their holistic needs. Teachers provided emotional support,
created a sense of normalcy, and offered safe spaces that allowed children to express or temporarily
disengage from their emotional challenges. These strategies helped to reduce distress and nurtured
socio-emotional growth, supporting children in coping with the complexities of illness and
hospitalisation. By adopting individualised approaches and affording supportive connections,
hospital teachers not only contributed to children’s immediate well-being but also empowered them
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with coping mechanisms, essential for future challenges. This affirms the vital role educational
environments play in promoting resilience, even in the most adverse conditions.

Bibliography

Agbaria, Q., & Bdier, D. (2020). The role of self-control, social support, and (positive and negative affects) in reducing test anxiety among
Arab teenagers in Israel. Child Indicat. Res. 13, 1023-1041.

Angstrém-Brannstrém, C., Nordberg, A., & Jansson, L. (2008). Narratives of children with chronic illness about being comforted.
International Pediatric Nursing, 23(4), 310-316.

Bain, K., & Durbach, C. (2021). Adaption, resilience, and secure attachment stages of mind in young South African female students
exposed to intimate partner violence in childhood. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 36(5-6), 2541-2571.

Bandura, A. (2006). Toward a psychology of human agency. Pers Psychol Sci., 1(2):164-180.

Bang, H., Won, D., & Park, S. (2020). School engagement, self-esteem, and depression of adolescents: The role of sport participation,
volunteering activity, and gender differences. Children and Youth Services Review, 113, 1-10.

Bishop, K. (2010). Through the eyes of children and young people: the components of a supportive hospital environment. Neonatal,
Paediatric and Child Health Nursing, 13(2), 17-25.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101.

British Educational Research Association [BERA]. (2024) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (5th ed.). Available at:
www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethicalguidelines-for-educational-research-2024. (Accessed: 10 September 2024).

Capurso, M., & Dennis, J. L. (2017). Key educational factors in the education of students with a medical condition. Support for Learning,
32(2), 158-179.

Carmel, Y., Sigad, L., Lev-Wiesel, R., & Eisikovits, Z. (2015). Pathways to resilience among Israeli child victims of abuse and neglect. Child
Indic. Res., 8, 551-570.

Chafouleas, S. M., & lovino, E. A. (2021). Engaging a whole child, school, and community lens in positive education to advance equity in
schools. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, 1-11.

Cohen, L, Manion, L., & Morrision, K. (2018). Research Methods in Education (8th ed.). London: Routledge

Cohen, S., Underwood, L. G., & Gottlieb, B. H. (2000). Social Support Measurement and Intervention. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Connelly, F. M., & Clandinin, D. J. (1990). Stories of experience and narrative inquiry. Educational Researcher, 19(5), 2-4.
Darling-Hammond, L., Flook, L., Cook-Harvey, C., Barron, B., & Osher, D. (2020). Implications for educational practice of the science of
learning and development. Applied Developmental Science, 24(2), 97-140.

Desjardins, L., Barrera, M., Schulte, F., Chung, J., Cataudella, D., Janzen, L., Bartels, U., & Downie, A. (2019). Predicting social withdrawal,
anxiety and depression symptoms in pediatric brain tumor survivors. Journal of Psychosocial Oncology, 37(1), 22-36.

Ferrara, L., & Flammia, A. (2013). The hospital school towards an integrated model of training of quality. Am. J. Educ. Res., 1, 442-448.
Filipusic, 1., Opic, S., & Kresic, V. (2015). Some specificities of students’ satisfaction with hospital school. Croat. J. Educ., 17, 97-111.
Greene, R. (2008). Risk and resilience theory. In R. Greene (Ed.), Human behavior theory and social work practice. (pp. 315-342). New York:
Routledge.

Haydon, G., & der Riet, P. van. (2017). Narrative inquiry: A relational research methodology suitable to explore narratives of health and
illness. Nordic Journal of Nursing Research, 37(2), 85-89.

Hopkins, L., Moss, J., Green, J., & Strong, G. (2014). Embedding learning in a paediatric hospital: Changing practice and keeping
connected. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 18, 312-321.

Hutton, A. (2003). Activities in the adolescent ward environment. Contemporary Nurse. 14(3), 312-319.

Karl, J. A., Donovan, C., Li, J., & Taylor, B. (1999). Teenagers in hospital: what do they want? Nurs. Stand., 13(23), 49-51.

Keehan, S. (2021). Continuing education in Irish Hospital Schools: Provision for and challenges for teachers. Continuity in Education, 2(1),
42-49,

Lackova Rebicova, M., Dankulincova Veselska, Z., Husarova, D., Madarasova Geckova, A., Jansen, D.E.M.C., van Dijk, J.P., & Reijneveld, S.A.
(2021). Does schoolmate and teacher support buffer against the effect of adverse childhood experiences on emotional and behavioural
problems? Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health, 18, 13009.

Li, W (2022). Resilience among language learners: The roles of support, self-efficacy and buoyancy. Frontiers in Psychology, 13:854522, 1-
7.

Macias, M., Zornoza, C., Rodriguez, E., Garcia, J. A., Fernandez, J. A., Luque, R., & Collado, R. (2015). Impact of hospital admission care at a
paediatric unit: a qualitative study. Paediatric Nursing, 41(6), 285-294.

Maor, D., & Mitchem, K. (2020). Hosptialized adolescents’ use of mobile technologies for learning, communication, and well-being. Journal
of Adolescent Research, 35(2), 225-247.

Masten, A.S. (2001). Ordinary magic: Resilience processes in development. American Psychologist, 56, 227-238.

Masten, A.S. (2014). Global perspectives on resilience in children and youth. Child Development, 85, 6-20.

Masten, A.S. (2019). Resilience from a developmental systems perspective. World Psychiatry, 18(1). 101-102.

Masten, A.S., Herbers, J. E., Cutuli, 3. 3., & Lafavor, T. L. (2008). Promoting competence and resilience in the school context. Professional
School Counselling, 12(2), 76-84.

Masten, A.S., Best, K. M., & Garmezy, N. (1990). Resilience and development: contributions from the study of children who overcome
adversity. Dev. Psychopathol., 2, 425-444.

Morse, J.M. (2015). Critical analysis of strategies for determining rigor in qualitative inquiry. Qual. Health Res., 25, 1212-1222.

Moses, T. (2011). Adolescents’ perspectives about brief psychiatric hospitalization: What is helpful and what is not? Psychiatric Quarterly,
82,121-137.

Nowell, L.S., Norris, 3.M., White, D.E., & Moules, N.J. (2017). Thematic analysis: Striving to meet the trustworthiness. Criteria. Int. J. Qual.
Methods, 16, 160940691773384.

Patton, M.Q. (2015). Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. Thousand Oaks, USA:Sage.

Petty, N.J., Thomson, O.P., & Stew, G. (2012). Ready for a paradigm shift? Part 2: Introducing qualitative research methodologies and
methods. Manual Therapy, 17, 378-384.

Rigby, K. (2000). Effects of peer victimization in schools and perceived social support on adolescent well-being. J. Adolesc., 23, 57-68.
Savina, E., Simon, J., & Lester, M. (2014). School reintegration following psychiatric hospitalization: An ecological perspective. Child Youth
Care Forum, 43, 739-746.

Book of proceedings// 52


http://www.ateespring2024.unibg.it/

S ———— ] Book of proceedings // ATEE Spring Conference 2024 // Bergamo

Sawyer, J-L., Mishna, F., Bouffet, E., Saini, M., & Zlotnik-Shaul, R. (2023). Bridging the gap: exploring the impact of hospital isolation on
peer relationships among children and adolescents with a malignant brain tumour. Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 40, 91-105.
Schulte, F., & Barrera, M. (2010). Social competence in childhood brain tumor survivors: A comprehensive review. Supportive Care in
Cancer, 18, 1499-1513.

Shin, K.M., Cho, S.-M., Shin, Y. M., & Soon Park, K. (2016). Effects of early childhood peer relationships on adolescent mental health: A 6-to-
8 year follow-up study in South Korea. Psychiatry Investigations, 13(4), 383-388.

Sigad, L.I. (2023). The role of relationships in resilience: Teachers who were at-risk youth supporting at-risk students. Educ. Sci., 13, 1118.
Squire, C., Andrews, M., Davis, M., Esin, C., Andrews, M., Harrison, B., Hyden, L-C., & Hyden, M. (2014). What Is Narrative Research? London:
Bloomsbury.

Tennant, J.E., Demaray, M.K., Malecki, C.K., Terry, M.N., Clary, M., & Elzinga, N. (2015). Students’ ratings of teacher support and academic
and social-emotional well-being. Sch. Psychol., 30, 494.

Wentzel, K.R. (2016). Teacher-student relationships. In K. R. Wentzel & D. B. Miele (Eds.), Handbook of motivation at school. (pp. 211-230).
New York: Routledge.

Wyman, P.A. (2003). Emerging Perspectives on Context Specificity of Children’s Adaptation and Resilience: Evidence from a Decade of
Research with Urban Children in Adversity. In S.S. Luthar (Ed.), Resilience and Vulnerability. (pp. 293-317). Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Yates, L. (2012). Young people with health conditions and the inclusive education problematic. International Journal of Inclusive
Education, 18, 283-294.

Book of proceedings// 53


http://www.ateespring2024.unibg.it/

S s | Reasons and beliefs of (Greek) teachers for participating in an MSc
relevant to their profession

Reasons and beliefs of (Greek) teachers for participating
in an MSc relevant to their profession

Aggelos Kavasakalis, Assistant professor, University of Patras, agkav@upatras.gr
Angeliki-Despoina Varouxi, MSc in Higher Education Policy, University of Patras, aggelvaroux@gmail.com

Abstract
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1. Theoretical issues

The use of the term motivation is essentially related to the attempt to explore the reasons that
motivated someone to take action, i.e. what it was that prompted teachers to attend a postgraduate
programme at university. To identify the reasons that led the research participants to make this
decision, this is directly relevant to the study of the criteria based on which they chose to attend a
postgraduate course at university. More generally, according to Billett (2010), there is a wide range of
motivations that motivate individuals from the desire for personal improvement and the pursuit of
interaction with other fellow human beings, to financial motivation and the cultivation of a flexible
and, more importantly, multidimensional work profile.

The extent to which the learner's motivation influences the educational process is quite important.
According to a study conducted by Kellaghan et al. (1996), (as cited in: Harlen & Deakin- Crick, 2003, p.
171) learners who are motivated by external factors - i.e. factors beyond their personal development
- tend not to assimilate in depth the new knowledge offered to them even though their performance
and degree of participation in the programme may seemingly be exemplary.

Focusing on attendance in university programmes, an important role is played by: a) the age of the
individual, b) the education he/she has already participated in up to that point and c) the economic
situation of the individual in combination with his/her social status (Norman & Hyland, 2003). Aspin
& Chapman (2000) also identify three primary reasons as motivations in relation to participation in
Lifelong Learning (LL): a) the expectation of improved earnings, b) personal development and c) the
wider impact of LL on society.

Based on the foregoing, two categories of trainees could be identified according to their motivation:
(i) trainees motivated by an inner need for development and improvement and (ii) trainees motivated
by factors and expecting results beyond personal improvement, such as advancement to a higher job
position.

2. Methodology

In the context of the topic under study, it was considered that qualitative research is more relevant to
the direction in which the topic will be approached. The research tool that was used is semi-
structured interviews.
Through the semi-structured interviews, the researcher can approach each participant's experience
as unique, while the research itself gives us the opportunity to capture the different perceptions that
the participants have acquired and to deepen our analysis of them. Also, a key feature -and
advantage- of this method is that it gives the process a sense of freedom through the form of a type
of conversation between the interviewer and the interviewee (Korres, 2017).
The research sample included primary and secondary school teachers who, as already professional
teachers, decided to attend an MSc programme. The total number of interviewees was twelve (12). To
compare the findings between primary and secondary teachers, the total population of twelve
teachers was divided into two sub-groups. The first group is composed of six teachers who work in
primary education (referred to as I. 1-6), while the second group consists of six teachers who work in
secondary education (referred to as I. 7-12).
The relative research questions were:
1. What are the reasons, motivations and criteria on the basis of which the research participants,
who were already been working as teachers, chose to attend a postgraduate course of study?
2. How do the teachers who took part in the survey describe their experience of participating in
the programme?
3. Are there differences in the reasons, criteria and motivations for choosing to attend a
postgraduate programme between primary and secondary school teachers?
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3. Analysis - Findings

The interviews of teachers in both sub-groups followed the same interview axes created for the
survey. The research interview discussion axes were as follows:

a) interviewees' beliefs about participation in Lifelong Learning;

b) reasons - incentives - criteria for selection and participation in the MSc;

c) experience and satisfaction of the interviewees from their participation in the MSc.

3.1Axis (a)

Regarding the preference of the interviewees for participating in a university programme, overall, all
of them stated that the university played a catalytic role in their decision to acquire new knowledge.
While none of them seemed to have been in doubt as to whether the training they attended would
take place within a postgraduate programme within the university.

1.3: «Well yes where would | do it outside (laughs)? ... it definitely worked positively that it was within the
university because | felt a security, | had thought about that before | started. [...] | trusted the institution».

1.9: «Look if it wasn't the university for what reason to choose it? There wasn't-for me there is nothing more
powerful no more powerful weapon to the citizens than the university. The university, not that there is. To
me it is a sacred space, fully qualified, providing us with everything we are with its good, with its bad, with its
shortcomings. But for me, its positives are not, cannot be drowned out by anything. You mean with the
university»,

While it seems that the fact that university teaching staff are considered the most suitable and
qualified also plays an important role in the choice of the primary teachers who participated.

I.4: «I think the people who organize it have more knowledge and are more qualified and more organized».

Finally, among the responses of primary school teachers, there was a perception that the university
would help their development and their status within the school unit, even after the end of the
programme they participated in.

I.2: «First of all | wanted a prestige in my workplace, that is to say | wanted a subject e which would give me
a paper e which among my colleagues but also among my pupils and parents would make me more
knowledgeable, more e in today's standards, more up to date».

While some stated that they did not wish to obtain any training but considered it necessary for their
development to obtain a postgraduate diploma, which of course only the university could provide.
This perception was common to both groups.

I.4: «[...] I was looking for a postgraduate degree at university».

1.6: «Yes, | had decided that | wanted to go to a postgraduate programme, and so | did.[...] | think that the
university and the postgraduate programme e is a more complete, a more complete form of further
education, so to speak».

3.2 Axis (b)

The second axis explores the reasons, motivations and criteria that prompted the interviewees to
choose to continue their studies. It also seeks to understand the rationale behind their choice of the
programme they eventually attended.

Regarding what prompted the interviewees to continue their studies, given that all the interviewees
were already working in the public formal education sector, all of them were working in schools.

The perception that the knowledge they possessed was not sufficient was often encountered in the
first group (primary school teachers). While they noted that, the time that had elapsed since obtaining
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their degree created an uncertainty about updating their knowledge. In addition, although they were
already working in education they wished to obtain more creditable qualifications:

11: « [...] for specialization but (smiles) it's also about getting more formal qualifications».

l. 2: « [...] | wanted a recognition in my work, [...] | wanted a subject which would give me a paper [..] which
among my colleagues but also among my students and parents would make me more knowledgeable, more
up to date because the knowledge | had acquired had passed the years and | felt that | needed to renew
myself».

Many of the teachers said that they felt that their degree and this first stage of their studies in general
had not equipped them with as much knowledge as they would have liked, either because in practice
they had encountered some difficulties in teaching. This was met in the responses of both groups:

I.2: «the knowledge that | had gained had been passed down the years and | felt that | needed to refresh so
| chose this».

1.3: « [...] | felt that | had not learned anything».

The feeling that their first level of study was no longer enough appeared more frequently in the
responses of secondary school teachers:

1.8: «At that time, | thought a postgraduate degree was necessary. That is to say, | considered that my degree
alone did not meet e the requirements of the profession e and that is why | wanted to do a postgraduate
degree. [...] when one starts to do some training, it's as if one gets used to it, as if one gets addicted in a
way».

110: «First of all what, what made me continue my studies is that | wanted to expand my knowledge in the
field that | was involved in[...] and that | think has a direct impact on the quality of life, not only my personal
and my family's life, but also the educational work, the educational function that | perform».

Participants also stated that their main motivation was their professional recognition. While it was
noted in both groups that gaining new knowledge and new qualifications would act as an aid to
climbing the hierarchy.

1.4: «[...]  will say the love for learning, for studying, um of course it helps me both professionally and salary-
wise and in my professional advancement(...] first | put my love of learning, let's say, first and then the use of
them as a professional tool».

I.5: «My first degree did not help me to be able to climb up in the education sector to higher levels]...] an
upgrade in our educational status».

112: «Initially | thought that objectively with a degree | could not do anything | knew this | knew that it was

now the time and my age such that | knew that a degree was not enough. | was late in getting started of
course because | didn't know what | wanted».

Among the responses in the secondary school teacher group, there was a statement that attending
a programme after completing basic studies, even after some years of professional career, seemed to
be a natural progression.

1.9: «[...] as long as | was studying and as long as | was watching, | liked other things. It doesn't mean you do
one thing and that's it».

110: « [...] that | wanted to broaden my knowledge in the field | was involved in».

It was further articulated that despite the experience and familiarity they had gained with the subject,
they still noticed areas that needed improvement».
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I11: «needs of education, the practice, the educational practice, gaps, deficiencies».

On the choice of the programme they participated in over all the others offered. Interviewees largely
stated that they were looking for a way to gain expertise and felt that the programme they participated
in was the appropriate means to gain it».

I1: « [...] | chose it as a specialization if | happen to have a child with learning difficulties to know how to
manage it, how to deal with it».

1.8: «That | wanted specialization, that's what | wanted. That | wanted this one because it provided me with
expertise in my subject, it provided me with expertise in the new curricula in the new teaching methods and
programs».

3.3 Axis (c)

Regarding whether the criteria, reasons and motivations based on which each interviewee chose the
programme in the first phase, after its completion, are confirmed, most participants answered
positively. As the interviewees of the second group

At the same time, in the group of secondary school teachers, it was more noticeable that through
their further education they aimed to diversify their working conditions and, in essence, their
professional development.

I.7: «[...] I chose it on the basis that it would help me in my professional development [...] it helped me e in my
tenure, in my appointment, e and it also helped me in the classroom».

112: «Yes and to be honest | have no regrets at all that | did it and | think that's what led me to the position
I'm in now».

Some of the interviewees noted that although they were generally satisfied with the programme, they
would have preferred it to give more time and space to developing practical skills through internships.
This belief was most pronounced in the interviews with primary school teachers.

11: «Well yes, | find that they are responding just that okay it's now a transition from the theory that the
courses had we are moving into practice in the classroom, so I'm also saying that | would like there to be
more practical training».

However, some of the participants did not seem to be fully satisfied. Typically, they mentioned their
concerns about whether the knowledge they gained was applicable and would be of use somewhere
in their professional life.

While others seemed to feel that the programme did not meet their expectations. At the same time,
the importance of including some kind of practical training in the training programs was again
stressed.

1.3. « (laughs). In my mind | had it in mind as something very different, | thought that e would learn things
from it. I didn't. | only learned when we went to practice».

It was also noted that although the training was a personal initiative of the interviewee, it was made
difficult by the demands and expected results of the programme.

It appears that for some of the participants the programme did not meet their expectations at all.
Characteristics from the interviewees in the first group:

1.3: «The programme was extra boring[...] | feel that | didn't get anything. [...] In my mind | had it as something
very different, | thought | would learn things from it. | didn't. | only learned when we went to the internship».

Other interviewees noted the difficulty of combining their family life with the demands of the
programme.
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It was also mentioned that there could have been a better relationship between the programme and
new technologies, or even in cases where new technologies and specialized programs were used by
trainees there could have been more explanation of their use and exploitation by programme staff.
Finally, the issue of the fees that trainees were required to pay in order to participate in the programme
was also raised.

1.8: «It was quite expensive thoughl...]lt was quite a lot of pressure, and quite a lot of work [...]JIt was quite a
demanding project, but from there, it was worth it».

During the discussion, the interviewees also analyzed the climate among the participants in the
programme. Regarding the relationships that developed between the participants. In general, it was
observed that the interviewees developed good working relationships with the other participants in
the programme.

I.7: «Very good, we always had very good cooperation, very good relationships».

|.9: «Look at that and just that we had all that every weekend all together, in there; there were friendly
relationships, a lot. And with our teachers. We've done our traveling; we still get together».

While the majority mentioned the fruitful interactional relationships that developed between
participants.

I.2: «Generally with everyone - with all participants was positive».

I.5: «Interaction, cooperation, we understood that we all had the same questions, the same anxieties, the
same curiosity, the same needs for training, that all of us in our schools are facing the same problems».

Several of them noted that they developed friendly relationships with other participants which they
maintain to this day, and they consider that since they were educational participants in the project,
this is helpful in their later scientific life as an advisory network.

There were also interviewees who reported an uneasy relationship between the participants of the
programme.

I.3: «The atmosphere because we were inexperienced people was very... diverse. [..] that is very lukewarm
things, there was no bonding. It was something that was for everybody that was a process».

I.11: «The relationships were a bit strange, [..] | didn't know anybody, there was a competition».

4. Answering research questions (R.Q.)

4.11R.Q.

All participants seem to agree that a teacher's knowledge should not remain static and that it should
keep pace with new educational standards. While it is mentioned that often this is something that is
predetermined by the system itself. It is therefore apparent that among the participants it is
considered important that the teacher periodically returns to the position of trainee. While quite an
important motivation among the interviewees seems to have been the feeling that only their
undergraduate level of education was insufficient or that their knowledge needed an update.

The interviewees seemed to factor into the decision to continue their studies both the need to feel
knowledgeable among their peers and believing that it would give their position in the classroom
prestige both towards their students and the students’ parents. Among the participants, there were
also cases where their family or social environment had been a driving force and supportive context
for continuing their studies. While favorable treatment from the work environment also benefited both
the completion of the programme they were already involved in and their desire to participate in
another in the future.
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The analysis of the interviews showed that all participants relied on the credibility and prestige of a
postgraduate programme within a university institution for this continuous acquisition of new
knowledge. In addition, some participants stressed that an important criterion for their choice was
the university itself. In several cases their choice was to participate in a MSc at the university they
had attended in the MSc. Even interviewees who revealed that one of the main reasons for
participating in a Lifelong Learning programme was to move up the hierarchy or to strengthen and
enrich their formal qualifications, highlighted as an important reason the credibility of the university
as an institution both in terms of programme organization, course content, level of knowledge and
finally the certainty of the excellent training of the lecturers. A concern is raised by the fact that some
of the participants seem to have been significantly motivated by a professional insecurity. That is,
they went for further training as a guarantee for their professional stability.

Those on the other hand who postponed their entry into a further education programme were cited
by interviewees as having to bear the financial costs of participating in such a programme. Among
other things, it was mentioned that although they had arrived at the subject they wished to train in,
and had chosen the programme they wanted to join, they had to wait to be able to finance their
studies.

4.2 2" R.Q.

An important motivation for the final choice of the programme they would participate in seemed to be
the flexibility of the programme. This was the second most important criterion for selecting the
programme, right after the subject matter it dealt with. This was fully justified by the fact that the
participants were working alongside their postgraduate training process. Furthermore, participants
who stated that the programs they participated in provided a flexibility in the structure of the course
schedule (weekend attendance, distance learning) seemed to feel more confident in the choice they
made and more satisfied with their participation in the programme.

Participants reported that their main source of information received from friends or colleagues, with
internet searches acting as a supplement to this information.

In evaluating their experience of the programme, trainees also reported negative aspects. In
particular, the perception that the programme was too theoretical and did not include a sufficient
period of practical training was more frequently expressed. This fact, in addition to dissatisfaction
with the structure of the programme, seemed to cause a feeling of insecurity among some of the
participants as to whether they themselves would be able in the long term to put into practice and
reconfigure their teaching.

In addition, several of the participants were not satisfied with the use of new technologies in their
participation in the MSc. Many of the teachers expected that a further training would also update their
technological knowledge in terms of the use of new technologies in the classroom. Teachers who
reported having this expectation seemed disappointed with this aspect of their experience while
participating in the MSc.

There were also instances where participants indicated that they were not satisfied with the
programme they participated in and that it did not meet their expectations of it at all when they
started. In these cases, the participants' only motivation for completing the programme was to obtain
a Master's degree and thus enrich their CVs.

In terms of their relationships with other participants, participants' beliefs ranged generally from
neutral to excellent. There was, of course, a feeling that the atmosphere between participants in the
programme was characterized by a degree of competition, which did not indicate the development of
closer working relationships. The most interesting finding is that participants felt that through their
participation in the programme and their cooperation within it with their fellow students, they were
able to build a network of colleagues with high standards of training. This also seems to give them a
sense of security about solving possible issues that may arise, in the sense that they can refer to the
network they have developed through their participation in the MSc, for pedagogical advice or
suggestions about teaching.
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4.33rdR.Q.

In this R.Q. we investigated whether differences (and similarities) were observed in the responses of
the survey participants of the two different groups (primary and secondary teachers).

Regarding their view on Lifelong Learning in a general context there seems to be agreement that
every citizen benefits from acquiring new knowledge and skills. Especially if this knowledge and skills
are acquired in the context of a structured programme.

However, primary teachers believe that they ought (as an abligation) to return to training from time to
time. Secondary teachers group they decide to return to training in the broader view of professional
development.

It is observed that in the primary teacher group, the opinion of the students' parents seems to be an
important motivator. In the sense that teachers seemed to feel more strongly the need to present
themselves as knowledgeable and innovative in the eyes of their students' parents. On the other hand,
in the group of secondary school teachers, teachers seemed to attach great importance to new
developments regarding teacher qualifications. While they appeared to feel to a greater extent than
primary teachers the need to enrich their CV, not uncritically with new training but motivated largely
by the acquisition of new qualifications.

Regarding the reasons why primary teachers chose to continue their studies, they seem to have been
motivated by the need for training, as well as the attempt to acquire the necessary knowledge to deal
with possible specificities in the teaching of their students, for which they did not feel fully adequate
only from their knowledge at the first-degree level. In the group of secondary school teachers, the
most dominant perception was the desire to acquire additional qualifications with the aim of climbing
the hierarchy. An element that was also observed in the group of primary teachers.
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Abstract

Training culturally and linguistically responsive teachers (CLRT) is a growing need in a time marked
by rising populations of culturally diverse students. The training process is surrounded by many
challenges and identifying those challenges as a starting point is pivotal. Drawing on the findings of
a needs analysis of EFL teachers, this study is based on participatory research to explore the
challenges in the Turkish teacher education context by organizing a panel discussion with six experts
and practitioners. To collect data, a roundtable discussion is adopted that resembled a focus-group
interview. Findings indicate training CLRT is a multi-layered issue surrounded by many factors,
demanding layer-by-layer solutions at individual, institutional, and systemic levels, for which
comprehensive reforms are needed.
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1. Introduction

Educators face significant challenges in addressing the needs of culturally and linguistically diverse
students (CLDS) (Migration Policy Institute, 2016), largely due to limitations in teacher education
programs and broader educational frameworks (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Reports by international
organizations like UNESCO (2019, 2020) consistently highlight the difficulties in implementing
culturally responsive teaching (CRT) effectively across different contexts. Although multicultural
education (Banks, 2015) and CRT (Gay, 2018) have gained importance in teacher education, their
integration into educational practices often remains superficial (King & Butler, 2015, Morrison et al.,
2022). It is often the result of introducing add-on courses or updating mission statements without
making meaningful changes to the core curriculum (Martin & Dagostino-Kalniz, 2015). Furthermore,
educational systems have responded to increasing classroom diversity by introducing
supplementary courses or revising mission statements to include cultural responsiveness. However,
these measures typically leave the core curriculum unchanged (Goodwin, 1997), which leads to a
fragmented approach to CRT that fails to achieve desired outcomes.

Turkiye, known for its rich cultural diversity, faces similar challenges (Karsli-Calamak & Kilinc, 2021).
The Turkish education system has taken steps to adopt strategies that emphasize cultural diversity
in teaching in alignment with international standards set by the Council of Europe and the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (MoNE, 2017b). The General Competencies of the Teaching
Profession and the Turkiye Qualifications Framework mandate that teachers be sensitive to cultural
and linguistic diversity and adapt their teaching methods accordingly (MoNE, 2017a). Despite these
formal requirements, the implementation of CRT in Turkiye remains insufficient (Paksoy, 2017).
Research in Turkiye reveals that educators generally acknowledge the importance of cultural values
and display positive attitudes towards CRT. However, they frequently lack the practical skills and
knowledge needed to implement these concepts effectively in the classroom (Kotluk & Kocakaya,
2019). This gap between awareness and practical application is largely attributed to deficiencies in
teacher training programs (Zorba, 2020). Studies show that Turkish teachers often struggle with the
realities of multicultural classrooms, which are exacerbated by inadequate preparation (Caliskan,
2019). These challenges are further intensified by a lack of in-service training opportunities, leaving
many teachers unprepared to meet the needs of CLDS (TEDMEM, 2019). This gap between policy and
practice is further complicated by the systemic challenges within the educational framework, such
as overcrowded classrooms, overloaded curricula, and a general emphasis on rote learning over
critical and reflective teaching practices (Nayir & Saridas, 2020).

The need for CRT is particularly important in the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
education in Turkiye. The intricate relationship between language and culture, coupled with the role
of English as a global lingua franca, makes it particularly important for EFL teachers to be culturally
responsive (Kramsch, 2018). In multilingual contexts, the need for CRT is even greater, as teachers
must navigate the intersections of language, culture, and education (Phan, 2008). However, research
suggests that EFL teacher education programs in TUrkiye have not fully embraced CRT (Caliskan,
2019), which indicates a gap in the preparation of EFL teachers who can effectively manage these
cultural complexities.

Several scholars have proposed models to address the deficiencies in current teacher education
practices by advocating for a more systematic integration of CRT principles (Hernandez et al., 2013;
Parkhouse et al., 2023; Skepple, 2011). While these models offer valuable insights into how CRT can
be integrated into teacher education, there still remains significant gaps in the current research.
Notably, they have been conducted in Western contexts, particularly in the United States, where the
socio-political and cultural dynamics differ significantly from those in non-Western settings. This
raises important questions about the applicability of these models in other educational contexts,
such as in Turkiye, where the historical, cultural, and political factors shaping education are distinct.
Additionally, there is a lack of research that thoroughly examines the specific challenges and barriers
that teacher educators face when preparing teacher candidates for teaching in culturally diverse
settings and teachers face when attempting to implement CRT in diverse educational systems. While
some studies have touched on these barriers (Brown et al., 2022; Gay, 2015), they tend to approach
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in a generalized manner, without delving into the unique systemic, institutional, and cultural factors
that may hinder the preparation of culturally and linguistically responsive teachers (CLRT).

1.1 Aim statement
Despite the policy-level acknowledgement of CRT in Turkiye, translating these principles into
practice remains limited. This study aims to explore and identify the key factors that hinder the
effective training of CLRT in Turkiye, particularly within EFL teacher education programs. By delving
into the challenges specific to the Turkish educational context, this research seeks to contribute to
the broader discourse on CRT by filling a critical gap in the existing literature, especially regarding
the factors that inhibit the training of CLRT. This study is significant as it addresses this gap by
providing a comprehensive analysis of the obstacles to implementing CRT in Turkiye's EFL teacher
education programs. Ultimately, the findings aim to inform the development of more effective
teacher education models that better meet the diverse needs of Turkish students. To this end, this
study drew on CRT as its theoretical framework, which guided the study through the critical
examination of its current status in Turkiye and worldwide, the development and finalization of the
panel discussion questions, and the analysis and interpretation of the results. The primary research
question guiding this study is:
1. What are the key factors that inhibit the training of culturally and linguistically responsive
teachers in Turkiye, particularly within the context of English as a Foreign Language teacher
education programs?

2. Method

To explore the challenges of training CLRT in TUrkiye, the study employed a participatory research
design within an EFL teacher education program at a state university located in mid-Anatolia,
Turkiye. This research builds on the findings of the analysis of the CRT needs of EFL teachers.
Drawing on the identified CRT needs of EFL teachers, this study involved a panel discussion in
September 2023, which was structured as a focus-group interview, to delve deeper into the factors
that account for these needs and the challenges of training CLRT in TUrkiye. Purposive sampling was
used to select ten information-rich experts with significant experience and expertise in multicultural
education, teacher education, and active teaching experience in culturally diverse classrooms. Six
experts participated, including specialists in Curriculum and Instruction, English Language Teaching,
and an experienced EFL teacher who also served as an administrator.

After obtaining permission from the Human Subjects Ethics Committee and the participants’
consent, the panellists were informed about the aim of the panel and provided with the state-of-the-
art CRT and training CLRT in Turkiye and across the world. The panel discussion lasted four hours
with one break time for refreshments and adopted a roundtable format to encourage dynamic
interaction among participants. Structured around four key questions, the discussion aimed to keep
the conversation focused on the research objectives. Each panellist was allocated five minutes to
present their views, followed by open discussion. The session concluded with a summary by the first
author, who also moderated the panel, highlighting the main ideas, common themes, and
conclusions.

To ensure credibility and researcher agreement, two independent rapporteurs documented the
discussion, and the transcripts were later cross-checked. An inductive content analysis was
conducted under the supervision of two experts by following the recommendations of Guest et al.
(2013). MAXQDA, an analytical tool for systematic qualitative data analysis, was utilized. The analysis
was iterative, involving repeated readings of the transcripts, generation of codes, and identification
of themes. The themes were refined after a second cycle of coding (Saldana, 2013). The intercoder
agreement was calculated at .81, which exceeds the threshold for high agreement (Krippendorff,
2004). Trustworthiness was ensured through prolonged engagement with data, triangulation of
investigators and data sources, and an audit trail reviewed by external experts (Harding, 2019).
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3. Findings

The analysis has identified three major factors inhibiting the training of CLRT in Turkiye: external
factors, systemic factors, and personal factors. These factors are interrelated, creating an intricate
relationship whereby external factors shape systemic and personal dimensions, resulting in a
multifaceted set of challenges that complicate the preparation of CLRT. Table 1 illustrates these
factors and the corresponding sub-factors derived through the content analysis of the data from the
panel discussion.

Factors Sub-factors

Political, Economic, and Humanitarian Crises
Diminishing Reputation of Teaching Profession
Feeling of Hopelessness

Problems about the Wellbeing of Teachers
Contextual Constraints

Educational Frameworks Favoring Passiveness
Systemic Narrow Definition of the Role of EFL Teachers
Restrictive National Components

Insufficient Training in CRT Practices

Deficit View of Diversity

Reluctance towards Professional Development
One Size Fits All Approaches

Lack of Knowledge and Awareness

External

Personal

Table 1: Factors and sub-factors from the content analysis

External factors emerge from broader societal issues that extend beyond the educational context.
These include political instability, economic pressures, and humanitarian crises, all intensified by the
Covid-19 pandemic. Panellists strongly emphasized that these crises generate considerable stress
and burnout among educators. For instance, panellists indicated that preservice teachers often feel
overwhelmed due to the declining societal perception of teaching as a profession, resulting in a
diminished sense of professional self-worth and motivation. As one expert highlighted "Teachers are
continuously operating in survival mode, which severely limits their capacity to develop culturally
responsive skills." These external issues require radical policy-level solutions, as institutional changes
alone cannot sufficiently address such broad societal challenges.

Systemic factors include issues embedded within the educational structures and policies that
directly constrain teachers' capacity to implement CRT. The panellists identified several constraints,
such as overcrowding of classrooms, overloaded curricula, and inadequate teaching hours, all of
which limit teachers' ability to apply culturally responsive pedagogical strategies effectively. The
panellists also stressed the dominance of essentialist perspectives within the Turkish education
system, favoring passive knowledge reproduction rather than active learning and reflective practice.
For instance, teachers frequently face pressure to deliver prescribed curricula rigidly, which leaves
little space for tailoring content to culturally diverse student needs. Another critical point raised was
that inclusive education policies in Turkiye were narrowly defined, primarily focusing on students
with special educational needs and thus excluding broader cultural responsiveness. Additionally,
panellists noted that the training opportunities for both preservice and in-service teachers were
limited. The lack of comprehensive and obligatory CRT-focused coursework, coupled with
insufficient faculty diversity, exacerbates the gap between theoretical knowledge presented at
universities and the realities teachers face in the classroom. As one panellist explained, "The
multicultural education courses provided are often elective and superficial, rarely engaging
preservice teachers deeply enough to significantly impact their teaching practices."
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Personal factors involve individual teachers' attitudes, perceptions, and capacities, significantly
shaping their responsiveness to cultural and linguistic diversity. A particularly problematic issue
highlighted by panellists is the prevalent deficit perspective on diversity among educators. Instead
of viewing CLDS as assets, some teachers perceive diversity as burdensome. Such attitudes
undermine culturally responsive practice from the outset. The panel discussion also revealed
misconceptions about student homogeneity among teachers, who often fail to recognize or
accommodate the unique challenges faced by CLDS, such as living with extended families, exposure
to drug abuse, forced labor, or domestic violence. Additionally, ineffective parent-school
relationships were cited as significant personal barriers, with interactions typically reactive rather
than proactive. Such ignorance creates a significant disconnect between teachers and students,
diminishing trust and student engagement. Furthermore, misconceptions about teacher agency
compound these issues. Many teachers perceive themselves as passive technicians strictly adhering
to prescribed curricula rather than active and reflective practitioners capable of adapting their
instruction. Consequently, they exhibit reluctance or dependence on explicit, step-by-step
instructions, thus limiting their autonomy and adaptability. Lastly, panellists identified reluctance
among teacher educators themselves to move beyond traditional comfort zones, which negatively
impacts preservice teachers' preparedness.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The findings reveal a complex and interwoven set of challenges that hinder the effective training of
CLRT in a mid-Anatolian EFL teacher education program in Turkiye. These obstacles, spanning
external, systemic, and personal factors, do not exist in isolation but interact in a way that creates a
nested structure of barriers. This intricate web of challenges suggests that the practices, beliefs, and
attitudes of teachers are not solely the result of individual choices or isolated professional
development efforts. Instead, they are deeply influenced by the broader educational environment
and societal context in which they are situated. This interconnected and nested nature of the
obstacles aligns with Bourdieu's concept of habitus, which refers to the deeply ingrained dispositions
shaped by an individual's social and cultural context (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).

Given the evidence that teacher practices are shaped by this complex network of influences, the
study proposes that CRT should be understood as a teaching habitus. This perspective emphasises
that CRT is not just a set of skills or knowledge to be acquired but a way of being that is deeply
embedded in the social and institutional contexts in which teachers operate. By viewing CRT through
this framework, it becomes clear that reforms must extend beyond individual teacher training to
encompass the broader societal and institutional contexts in which teaching occurs (Stunell, 2021).
Therefore, the study argues that focusing solely on the development of individual teachers without
addressing the broader systemic and institutional contexts can be ineffective. While individual
development is crucial, it must be supported by a larger strategy that includes policy changes,
institutional support, and ongoing professional development opportunities (Borko, 2004; Irvine,
2003) because an overreliance on individual efforts can lead to burnout and diminish the
effectiveness of CRT implementation, particularly when teachers lack the necessary support
structures (Zeichner & Liston, 1996). Hence, a comprehensive approach is required that combines
individual teacher development with systemic reforms.

The study also advocates for the systematic integration of CRT that is tailored to the country's unique
cultural diversity throughout the teacher education curriculum in TUrkiye (Polat & Kilig, 2013). This
approach requires a curriculum that not only provides teachers with the necessary skills and
knowledge but also fosters a reflective practice that allows them to critically examine their own
cultural assumptions and the broader societal influences on their teaching (Acquah & Szelei, 2020).
Teacher education programs must also move beyond a one-size-fits-all approach and instead
cultivate teacher agency by empowering educators to become reflective practitioners (Acquah &
Commins, 2017). This requires a shift from passive knowledge reproduction to active and experiential
learning that provides teachers with the skills and confidence to adapt their teaching methods to
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meet diverse student needs. Empowering teachers as reflective practitioners is essential for
fostering a CRT habitus as it helps them navigate the complexities of multicultural classrooms
effectively (Civitillo et al., 2019).

Another key implication is the necessity for comprehensive professional development opportunities
for in-service teachers. These opportunities should address the specific challenges faced in
multicultural classrooms and provide ongoing support to help educators implement CRT effectively
(Gay, 2018). Additionally, promoting stronger school-parent relationships is crucial, with an emphasis
on consistent, proactive engagement with culturally diverse families. This holistic approach ensures
that teachers are supported not only in their professional development but also in their efforts to
create inclusive and responsive learning environments.

Finally, this comprehensive, evidence-based approach to CRT has broader implications beyond
Turkiye. By focusing on the development of a CRT habitus, it offers a blueprint for other nations
struggling with similar challenges in their education systems. Integrating CRT principles in this way
can lead to improved educational outcomes for CLDS, which contributes to global efforts to promote
more equitable and inclusive educational environments. In essence, this study not only addresses
the specific needs of the Turkish context but also provides insights that can inform teacher education
practices worldwide and demonstrates the importance of both individual and systemic efforts in
achieving meaningful educational reform.
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1. Introduction

Gender equality remains a key objective of the EU Gender Equality Strategy, which aims to promote a
Europe based on gender equality through social progress. This includes working at various levels to
combat gender stereotypes and create equal opportunities for everyone, men and women, boys and
girls, in all their diversity. According to the Gender Equality Index (2023), Europe is still far from
reaching this goal. This is why teaching and education need to focus on the implementation of gender
policies from an intersectional perspective. Statistics show horizontal and vertical segregation in the
inclusion of men and women in educational and professional fields due to gender stereotypes
perpetuated by school curricula, role models provided by teachers, other school staff, and educational
resources, including textbooks (Guerrini, 2015). In this contribution, | have decided to provide a brief
analysis of recent documents issued by the European Commission, which offer guidance on
promoting gender equality, with a particular focus on the reality of the Italian school system,
specifically regional vocational training programs. In these programs, most students are girls from
socio-economically complex backgrounds, with high dropout and failure rates. Here, the teacher finds
fertile ground to carry out activities aimed at addressing gender stereotypes so that female students
are aware of their potential and capabilities. Gender equality education and the fight against gender
stereotypes begin first and foremost with the teacher's challenge of being available and empathetic
toward their students, supporting them in fulfilling their self-realization needs with the school's help
as an educating community. The theoretical framework of reference of this contribution is linked to
gender pedagogy (Burgio, Lopez, 2023) understood as the reflection on gender education undertaken
by pedagogists, coordinators of educational services, experts in the field of training (Leonelli, 2011).
The concept of gender, which took shape within the feminist debate of the Seventies (Cretella, 2018)
has changed the perspective on the entire society by highlighting mechanisms of domination that
were imperceptible until then. Thus, the existence of an order emerges within which hierarchies and
power relations exist: the gender order (Scott, 1988). Once this cognitive framework has been clarified,
gender violence can no longer be considered the consequence of a pathology, nor can it be
considered a phenomenon attributable to hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2009), but rather it should
be interpreted as the product of a sexist culture with which we are accustomed to relating and living
with since the early years of life (Ulivieri, 1995). This culture asserts itself in the most unsuspected
places such as school (Biemmi, Chiappelli, Guirado, 2023). The concept of equality is in fact learned
from the early years of life (Abbatecola and Stagi, 2017); an education based on the recognition of
equality can therefore teach boys and girls to fight against gender stereotypes (Wrigley, 2021). In this
regard, training teachers in a non-sexist perspective in subjects is the key to success in the fight
against stereotypes. The massive presence of women in the education sector, from 99.2% in nursery
schools to 59.7% in secondary schools (Guerrini, 2015), can lead to changes in meaning and a real
symbolic revolution in knowledge and in the ways of processing knowledge (Piussi, 2003) only if the
teaching staff possesses those reflective and self-reflective skills that allow them to critically read
reality, to be aware of the processes that have determined their own formation and identity and to be
able to establish an educational relationship based on the principles of recognition of the singularity
of each person, of freedom and respect. Hence the need to invest in the initial training of teachers, to
develop those reflective, communicative and relational skills to make the teacher a professional of
education and training (Riva, 2008). In this paper, after a brief introduction that outlines the
theoretical framework of reference, we proceed to the analysis of European and Italian legislation on
the topic of stereotypes, prevention of violence, measures to promote gender equality. Finally, in the
conclusions, future scenarios are discussed also in relation to studies carried out at an international
level. The essay takes into consideration both quantitative data relating to the most recent research
at a European level, and qualitative data that allow a deeper understanding of the problems analyzed.
A mixed-methods approach is a research methodology in its own right. As stated by Creswell and
Plano Clark (2011), a mixed-methods research design is a research design that has its own
philosophical assumptions and methods of inquiry. As a methodology, it includes philosophical
assumptions to provide directions for the collection and analysis of data from multiple sources in a
single study.
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2.The European Union and the Policies for Promoting Gender Equality and Overcoming
Stereotypes

The European Union's strategy for gender equality sets political objectives and actions to make
significant progress toward a gender-equal Europe by 2025. This strategy is grounded in legal
frameworks, including the European Parliament's resolution of November 26, 2009, on the elimination
of violence against women. The goal is a Union where women and men, girls and boys, in all their
diversity, are free to pursue their chosen paths in life, have equal opportunities, and can equally and
actively participate in political and social life. Key objectives include ending gender-based violence,
challenging gender stereotypes, closing gender gaps in the labor market, achieving gender balance
in various sectors of the economy, addressing gender pay and pension gaps, and achieving gender
balance in decision-making and politics. In 2021, the Commission proposed binding measures on pay
transparency to ensure that the principle of equal pay for equal work becomes a concrete reality. The
lack of pay transparency was identified as one of the main barriers to closing the gender pay gap,
which in 2020 was still around 13% in the European Union. Women earn on average 13% less than men.
Regarding the long-term pension gap, it reached 30% in the EU (2018 data). In 2022, the European
Commission adopted a new directive to combat violence against women and domestic violence. This
directive is the first comprehensive legal tool at the EU level to counteract violence against women,
criminalizing certain forms of physical violence, and providing global measures for victim protection,
access to justice, and support. Another important outcome is the Directive on gender balance in
corporate boards, aimed at breaking the glass ceiling in boards of listed companies. Equally significant
is the European strategy for care, linked to new goals for early childhood education and care to
improve women's participation in the labor market. Finally, in 2023, the European Commission
launched a campaign to challenge gender stereotypes. The #EndGenderStereotypes campaign
addressed gender stereotypes affecting both men and women in various areas of life, including career
choices, caregiving responsibilities, and decision-making. Also in 2023, the Commission joined the
Council of Europe Convention on the Prevention and Combatting of Violence Against Women and
Domestic Violence, the Istanbul Convention, which will be further discussed in the following
paragraph with regard to education.

2.1 The Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women
and Domestic Violence (The Istanbul Convention), 11.05.2011

From a regulatory perspective aimed at countering gender-based violence, Italy ratified the Council
of Europe's Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic
Violence in 2012, known as the Istanbul Convention. This is the first internationally legally binding
instrument aimed at creating a comprehensive legal framework to protect women from all forms of
violence. The Convention also addresses domestic violence, which not only affects women but also
other individuals, such as children and the elderly, who are equally entitled to the same protective
measures. The Convention (Article 3) defines violence against women as: “a violation of human rights
and a form of discrimination against women, encompassing all acts of gender-based violence that
cause or are likely to cause physical, sexual, psychological, or economic harm or suffering, including
threats of such acts, coercion, or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether in public or private life.” In
this context, it is important to define what pertains to education (Article 14). The Convention states
that signatory countries must include in their educational curricula materials on topics such as
gender equality, non-stereotyped gender roles, mutual respect, non-violent conflict resolution in
interpersonal relationships, gender-based violence, and the right to personal integrity, appropriate to
the cognitive level of students. Signatory states are also committed to promoting these principles in
non-formal educational settings, such as sports, cultural, and recreational centers, and in the media.
To date, the treaty has been ratified by 38 parties (37 states and the European Union). All EU member
states have signed it, with 21 states having ratified it (Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark,
Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland,
Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden).
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2.2 European Parliament Resolution of March 12, 2013, on the Elimination of Gender
Stereotypes in the EU (2012/2116(INI))

This document focuses on education and training, on the contents of school curricula imparted to
girls and boys, identifying them as determining factors that influence gender differences and,
consequently, choices and access to rights. While it is taken for granted that access to education is
ensured in European Union countries compared to other parts of the world, it is important to
emphasize that there is not yet gender equality in terms of access and full enjoyment of school
systems and study opportunities. In some countries, access for girls from minority groups, such as
Romani girls, migrants, asylum seekers, refugees, and those with disabilities, remains a significant
problem. These documents are based on the idea that gender-based violence is not the result of a
pathology nor can it be considered a phenomenon related to masculinity, but instead must be
understood as the product of a sexist culture with which we are accustomed to relating and living
from an early age. This culture is evident in the most unsuspected places, including schools (Biemmi,
Chiappelli, Guirado, 2023). The resolution also emphasizes that the concept of equality is learned from
the early years of life, and that education based on the recognition of equality can teach children to
fight against gender stereotypes. Teacher training in a gender perspective within subjects is key to
success in combating stereotypes. The significant presence of women in the education sector, from
99.2% in preschool to 59.7% in upper secondary school (Guerrini, 2015), could lead to meaningful
changes in perception and a true symbolic revolution of knowledge and modes of knowledge
processing (Piussi, 2003), provided the teaching staff possess reflective and self-refiective skills that
enable them to critically read reality, be aware of the processes that have shaped their own formation
and gender identity, and thus establish an educational relationship founded on the principles of
recognizing individuality, freedom, and respect. This underlines the necessity of investing in teachers’
initial training to develop the reflective, communicative, and relational skills necessary to make them
professionals in education and training (Riva, 2008).

2.3 The Gender Equality Strategy 2024-2029

On March 6, 2024, the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe adopted a new strategy for
gender equality for the 2024-2029 period. The gender equality strategy focuses on six key objectives:
preventing and combating gender stereotypes and sexism; preventing and combating violence
against women and girls and domestic violence; ensuring women'’s equal access to justice; achieving
balanced participation of women and men in political, public, social, and economic life; ensuring
women’s empowerment and gender equality in relation to global and geopolitical challenges; and
achieving the integration of gender in all policies with an intersectional approach. This strategy
provides the framework within which each EU member state develops its own policy related to the
fight against stereotypes, gender-based violence, equality, and inclusion in education, social, and
professional life for both men and women in Europe.

3. Gender Segregation, Precarious Work, and Vocational Training

According to data collected by the European Institute for Gender Equality, segregation is when
women or men dominate a specific field of work or study. For example, women in the arts and
humanities, and men in construction and technology. A gender division between fields of study,
combined with gender stereotypes or insufficient options for work-life balance, contributes to the
conditions for gender segregation. Gender segregation in the labor market is partly the result of
women and men choosing different fields of study in school. For those studying in atypical fields for
their gender, the transition from education to employment is not always easy. For example, women
who graduate in STEM subjects have fewer chances of obtaining their first job corresponding to their
qualifications compared to their male peers. In 2014, one in two men with a STEM high school diploma
found a job in a related field. However, this applies to only one in three women with the same
education.
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Women with lower qualification levels are more likely to accept precarious jobs with short contracts,
reduced working hours, and very low wages. This can affect their decision to work, especially if
searching for oraccepting a job incurs additional costs, such as transportation or childcare. Additional
costs can have a greater impact on the employment of individuals who earn secondary income and
those who care for them, especially if they have more than one child. The availability and costs of
childcare services significantly hinder women's careers. Kimmel (1998) emphasizes how family-
friendly policies, such as subsidies for childcare and parental leave, have a positive effect on the
decision of women with children to work. Furthermore, women in precarious jobs, such as those with
fixed-term contracts, also face social protection limitations. In many European countries, for example,
there are eligibility rules for parental leave and related benefits, meaning that people with fragmented
and non-continuous work may have limited or no rights to parental leave and benefits if they have a
child (Reskin, 1988). Therefore, due to the need to care for a child, people may lose their job. Gender
differences are built daily through the labor market structure, division of school orientations, family
roles, and through continuous ritualization that makes them both taken for granted and immediately
recognizable (Bianchi, Fabbri, and Romano, 2018). While education and training continue to reinforce
gender stereotypes, boys and girls often follow educational and training paths aligned with these
stereotypes, despite recent discussions on this topic leading to the creation of essential documents
by the Ministry of Education (currently MIM). In 2015, the Italian Law 107 (the "Good School" law) came
into force, specifying in Article 1, paragraph 16, that the implementation of gender equality principles
is guaranteed through the three-year Educational Offer Plan (PTOF), promoting education on gender
equality and the prevention of gender-based violence and all forms of discrimination in schools of
every level to inform and sensitize students, teachers, and parents. To implement this, the Ministry of
Education established a technical committee, which in 2017 published the National Guidelines,
"Educating for Respect: for Gender Equality, the Prevention of Gender-based Violence, and All Forms
of Discrimination." These guidelines, along with the Guidelines for Preventing and Combating
Cyberbullying in Schools, are part of the National Plan for Education on Respect, promoted by the
Ministry of Education to encourage educational and formative actions in schools, ensuring the
acquisition and development of transversal, social, and civic skills, which are part of a broader concept
of education for active and global citizenship. Vocational guidance, taking gender into account,
provides measures to encourage girls to pursue careers in technology and science, but unfortunately,
there are very few initiatives aimed at encouraging boys to consider careers in early childhood
education, healthcare, or humanities.

A deeper understanding of existing job opportunities in the labor market would certainly facilitate
better access to all vocational training courses. In this regard, the National Guidelines for Permanent
Guidance are an important reference in the Italian landscape of vocational guidance for young people.
This document aims to contribute to defining an integrated, unified, and responsible guidance system
centered on the individual and their needs to prevent and address youth distress and promote full
and active employment, social inclusion, and intercultural dialogue. The school system is central and
represents an irreplaceable space where every young person must acquire basic and transversal skills
for guidance, necessary to develop their identity, autonomy, decision-making, and planning.
Guidance, in fact, must help individuals develop their self-actualization, make decisions about their
personal and professional lives, and facilitate the connection between training demand and supply,
and later between job demand and supply. Given that the socio-economic context has changed and
the culture of guidance has evolved, it is inevitable that the traditional approach to guidance by
schools, based on information often delegated to external experts, must also change. Schools must
invest in the initial and continuous training of all teachers so that they can meet diverse needs and
the demands of society and the labor market, as well as the new learning models of young people,
including their difficulties and challenges. Since the Lisbon Strategy, all European documents
emphasize key concepts such as "lifelong learning," "lifewide learning," and "lifelong guidance."
Guidance is seen as "a set of activities that enables citizens of all ages, at any stage of their life, to
identify their abilities, interests, and skills. This also implies making informed decisions about
education and employment, managing one's personal life paths in learning and working situations in
other contexts.” In this regard, Ministerial Decree 328 of 2022 supports that, in line with the European
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Union's policy, Italy has recognized the need for all member states' educational systems to aim at
reducing the percentage of students who drop out of school early to below 10%.

4. Conclusions

Referring to some international research, we can state that parents' income is one of the most
significant factors in choosing a school for their children. When parents' income is high, there is an
intention to choose private schools, whereas when income is low, parents are more likely to choose
public schools (Tarkhnishvili and Strielkowski, 2022). Studies on this phenomenon have been
conducted in Georgia, India, Qatar, Ethiopia, and Israel (Leoncini, 2018). Private schools often offer
more resources to extend learning in the afternoon when parents are busy (Hossain, Shohel, & Jahan,
2017). While public schools today offer the opportunity for basic and compulsory education to all
children, the national education system still has many goals to achieve. According to Istat data for the
2011-12 academic year, 95% of enrollments in degree programs leading to teaching careers are
women, as well as 83% in the linguistic area and almost 82% in the psychological area. Meanwhile, in
the scientific sector, 67.4% of enroliments are male, as well as 76.7% in engineering. While women are
more consistent in their studies, they remain tied to certain sectors, and there are still very low
education levels in some countries worldwide concerning the female population. Globally, around 750
million adults and 102 million young people cannot read or write a simple sentence. Two-thirds of
them are women, and there has been almost no progress in reducing this proportion, even though the
global illiterate population has decreased. In Italy, the most significant negative figures are found in
the provinces of Crotone and Brindisi. Specifically, Crotone has the highest percentage of males (6.4%
of the population aged 9 and above) without any qualifications, while Brindisi holds the highest
percentage for females (8.5%). Even in the choice of secondary school, there is a lower presence of
females in the scientific-technological sector: 54.9% of males graduate from scientific high schools
or technical institutes in the technological sector, compared to 25.5% of females. In 2020, the
percentage of people obtaining their first university degree increased to 39.6%, and the percentage
of master's degrees reached 24.4%. The best performance is seen in women, with over 47 cases out
of 100 twenty-five-years-old obtaining their first university degree (compared to about 32 out of 100
men). Women also have a higher rate of completing long studies with a master's degree (29.2%
compared to 19.9% of men). One can only hope, as Paola Cortellesi would say, "There is still tomorrow."
The consistency of female education and the initiative of males in challenging traditional gender
perspectives lead us to believe that, slowly, something will change.
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1. The Complexity of Modern Emergencies

The nature and impact of emergencies have undergone profound changes in recent decades,
reflecting the increasing complexity of modern life. No longer confined to localized or predictable
events, contemporary emergencies encompass a broad spectrum of challenges, ranging from natural
disasters to technological disruptions and global health crises. Ulrich Beck’s theory of the “Risk
Society” provides a critical lens for understanding these phenomena, emphasizing how
modernization, globalization, and industrialization have introduced new, systemic risks that
transcend geographical, temporal, and social boundaries. These risks are not merely incidental but
are deeply embedded in the fabric of contemporary life, presenting unique challenges for
governments, institutions, and individuals alike.

One defining characteristic of modern emergencies is their interconnected nature. A seemingly
isolated event in one part of the world can quickly escalate into a global crisis due to the
interdependence of systems and infrastructures. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic, which
originated as a localized outbreak, rapidly evolved into a worldwide health emergency with far-
reaching economic, social, and psychological repercussions. Similarly, climate change has amplified
the frequency and severity of natural disasters, such as hurricanes, wildfires, and floods, disrupting
communities and economies on an unprecedented scale. Beck’'s work highlights how these risks,
while often invisible or underestimated, have the potential to disrupt societal stability and erode trust
in institutions, underscoring the need for a more holistic approach to risk assessment and
management.

Adding to the complexity is the role of technology in shaping modern emergencies. While
technological advancements have brought significant benefits, they have also introduced new
vulnerabilities. Cyberattacks, data breaches, and critical infrastructure failures exemplify how
dependent modern societies have become on digital systems. Events like the Microsoft CrowdStrike
incident, which caused global disruptions due to a faulty software update, illustrate the cascading
effects of technological failures on transportation, healthcare, and other vital sectors. These
scenarios reinforce the importance of developing resilient systems capable of withstanding and
recovering from such disruptions.

The perception of risk also plays a crucial role in shaping responses to emergencies. Scholars like Paul
Slovic argue that risk is not purely an objective phenomenon but is deeply influenced by emotional,
cultural, and cognitive factors. Public attitudes toward risk can vary widely, often leading to
discrepancies between the actual severity of a threat and its perceived importance. For instance,
while climate change poses an existential threat, it is often downplayed in favor of more immediate
concerns, such as economic instability or public health crises. Understanding these dynamics is
essential for designing effective communication strategies and fostering a culture of preparedness.
Emergencies also reveal and exacerbate existing inequalities, particularly for vulnerable populations,
such as individuals with disabilities, low-income communities, and marginalized groups. Research
has shown that these populations often face disproportionate impacts during crises, whether due to
limited access to resources, inadequate infrastructure, or systemic discrimination. Along these
considerations, it is essential to consider the pivotal role of education in preparing individuals and
communities for emergencies. Schools, as central hubs of community life, are uniquely positioned to
disseminate knowledge and foster skills that enhance preparedness and resilience. Incorporating
emergency response training into educational curricula, particularly for vulnerable populations, can
significantly improve outcomes during crises. Moreover, professional development programs for
educators and administrators can equip them with the tools to address the specific needs of diverse
learners, including those with disabilities. These efforts reflect the broader shift toward inclusive and
adaptive strategies in emergency management, as emphasized by contemporary scholarship.

In this way, emergencies can become an opportunity to build more equitable and resilient
communities, where diversity is embraced as a strength rather than a challenge. It is also worth
mentioning that the adoption of inclusive strategies to deal with emergency situations has also been
recognized as a priority by major international organizations and, in this regard, the 2006 UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities emphasizes the right to be involved in all phases
of emergency management, from planning to response and reconstruction. This underscores the
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urgent need for a paradigm shift in emergency management - one that prioritizes inclusivity,
anticipates systemic vulnerabilities, and empowers all individuals, particularly those from
marginalized and vulnerable groups, to actively participate in shaping resilient and equitable
responses to the complex challenges of modern emergencies.

2. Disability in emergency scenarios between management challenges and inclusive
education

Natural disasters and emergencies can have a devastating impact on everyone's life. During an
earthquake, hurricane, flood or any other natural disaster, however, those with disabilities face
additional, often unique and significant challenges due to their specific vulnerability. The intersection
between disability and disasters highlights the need for a thorough understanding, especially by
emergency professionals - but also by those involved in education, of the multiple factors that can
intervene and for the definition of inclusive intervention plans hat address the diverse needs of
individuals with disabilities.

These plans must consider not only physical accessibility but also communication barriers, sensory
sensitivities, and behavioral challenges that may arise during high-stress situations. For instance,
individuals with intellectual disabilities or autism spectrum disorders may struggle to understand
evacuation procedures or adapt to sudden changes in their environment, emphasizing the
importance of clear, simple, and accessible communication methods. Another example concerns how
emergencies can impact changes in daily routines. People with this type of frailty often benefit
profoundly from precise planning of daily time and the establishment of daily routines that allow them
to reduce and manage anxiety and feel more secure in their surroundings. The sudden interruption
or alteration of these routines during an emergency or natural disaster can trigger disorganized
behavior and difficulties in adapting. The need for those around them, e.g. a family member, teacher
or educator, to move quickly, make sudden decisions and interact with strangers, such as rescuers,
can also increase the level of anxiety and cause avoidance, withdrawal or resistance behavior, which
would increase risk and danger factors.

To mitigate these risks, it is essential to provide tailored training and resources to families, teachers
and professionals, enabling them to respond effectively to the specific needs of individuals with
disabilities during emergencies. This includes developing individualized emergency plans that
consider personal communication styles, sensory preferences, and coping strategies. For instance,
visual schedules, social stories, or portable sensory kits can serve as essential tools to help individuals
with disabilities navigate the chaos and uncertainty of a crisis.

Based on these considerations, we can understand the pivotal role of the teachers and educators of
the different school orders: they can play a critical role by incorporating spaces for reflection within
their educational programming on crucial topics such as individual and group safety. These moments
of reflection can serve as opportunities to foster a culture of awareness, preparedness, and inclusion
among all students. By adopting a methodological perspective that aligns with the principles of
Universal Design for Learning (UDL), teachers can ensure that these discussions are accessible and
meaningful to a diverse range of learners. Through the UDL framework, teachers can design activities
and lessons that provide multiple means of engagement, representation, and action to accommodate
the varied needs and abilities of their students. For example, interactive activities like role-playing
emergency scenarios, creating visual evacuation plans, or using digital tools for simulations can help
students with different learning styles or functions profile engage with safety concepts, in ways that
resonate with them.

Additionally, these reflective spaces can be an opportunity to encourage collaborative problem-
solving and peer support, where students learn to recognize and respect the diverse needs of their
classmates, including those with disabilities. This not only enhances safety awareness but also builds
empathy and a sense of shared responsibility within the classroom community. Schools, as central
hubs of community life, can also extend these practices beyond the classroom by involving families
and community stakeholders in inclusive emergency drills or workshops, thereby promoting a holistic
approach to safety and inclusion.
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By embedding these discussions into the broader curriculum, teachers can go beyond simply
preparing each student for emergencies - they can foster a mindset of inclusivity and adaptability
that extends into all areas of life. This proactive approach not only ensures that students with
disabilities are fully included in emergency planning but also helps create a more equitable and
supportive learning environment for all, thus fully embracing the concept of widespread inclusion.
Only by fostering a culture of preparedness and inclusion, we can ensure that the principles of equity,
dignity, and respect are upheld, not just in times of crisis but in all aspects of everyday life.

3. The LEBEL Project: the role of teachers’ training

In the context of the above considerations, the work related to the international Erasmus + project ‘I
learn and get beyond my limits’ - LEBEL, which started in January 2020 and ended in November
2022, is of considerable importance. The project, conceived within the research team of AFAD -
Disaster and Emergency Management Authority, i.e. the authority of the Turkish Ministry of the
Interior that is responsible for managing disasters and maxi-emergencies, was thus developed over
a two-year period thanks to the fruitful cooperation of organizations from four European countries
(Italy, Belgium, North Macedonia, as well as Turkey) involved, in various capacities, in the promotion
of inclusive actions and processes to support people with intellectual disabilities and autism
spectrum disorders. The main objective was the development of operational and educational tools
aimed at assisting people with autism and intellectual disabilities in the process of adaptation and
survival in emergency situations and natural disasters. In particular, the project focused on the
creation of educational resources and materials aimed at equipping these persons with the necessary
skills to cope with the different phases of a hazardous situation. This included learning evacuation
and self-protection techniques, the ability to communicate with emergency responders such as law
enforcement and medical personnel, as well as understanding and implementing strategies to cope
with and overcome various risks during and after an emergency.
It was deemed appropriate, at the project drafting stage, to reflect on the activation of two
intervention plans:

- Plan of preventive nature, aimed at raising awareness of these issues among all the network's

stakeholders;
- Plan of managerial nature, aimed at implementing inclusive strategies to respond effectively
to crisis situations.

With regard to the first plan - the focus of this paper - special attention was paid to the school, as a
potential crossroads for intercepting and involving pupils and families.

For this reason, aninteresting and important aspect of the project was the design of inclusive training
courses for teachers of schools of various levels. The teacher training program was designed to be
both theoretical and practical, equipping educators with knowledge about the specific challenges
faced by individuals with disabilities in emergencies and providing concrete strategies to support
them. Topics included understanding sensory sensitivities, managing anxiety during evacuations,
and fostering effective communication between students, families, and emergency personnel. By
integrating these elements into their pedagogy, teachers could create safer and more inclusive
learning environments that extend into crisis situations.

The training sessions began with an overview of the specific vulnerabilities experienced by students
with intellectual disabilities and autism spectrum disorders in high-stress situations, such as
difficulty processing verbal instructions, sensory overload, and heightened anxiety. Educators were
guided on how to identify early signs of distress in students and implement personalized
interventions to help them remain calm and focused during emergency scenarios. For instance,
teachers learned to use visual schedules and pictograms as effective tools for communicating
evacuation procedures in a way that is easily understood. Role-playing exercises were included to
simulate real-life situations, allowing teachers to practice giving clear, simple instructions and
providing reassurance to students who might become overwhelmed.
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A significant portion of the program was dedicated to managing anxiety, which is a common
challenge for students with disabilities in unfamiliar or chaotic environments. Teachers were trained
in techniques such as deep-breathing exercises, the use of calming sensory objects, and strategies
for creating “safe spaces” during evacuations. These methods were designed to help students
regulate their emotions and reduce the risk of behavioral outbursts that could hinder their safety or
the safety of others.

With regard to the second plan, the project created a number of tools to be implemented in the
various phases of intervention and which constitute a valuable resource for addressing emergency
situations effectively and inclusively, providing practical solutions that can be adapted to diverse
contexts and tailored to the specific needs of individuals with disabilities. Among the main tools are:
Visual Vocabulary of terms related to emergencies and disasters. The vocabulary not only describes
scenarios or technical terms related to disasters and emergencies, but does so through the
integration of pictograms designed to be universally recognizable. These visual symbols, distributed
under a Creative Commons license by ARASAAC, have been selected and modified to suit the
emergency context. They enable everyone, including rescuers and first responders, to communicate
effectively with people with language. difficulties.

Visual aids for specific relief areas. Social Stories represent a powerful tool not only for prevention
but also for intervention during emergencies, especially when conditions are relatively stable. These
structured narratives, often accompanied by images, offer step-by-step guidance on how individuals
with disabilities can manage specific situations, such as waiting in a shelter, interacting with
emergency personnel, or navigating an unfamiliar environment. By presenting scenarios in a clear
and predictable format, Social Stories help reduce anxiety and empower individuals to take
appropriate actions, fostering a sense of control even in stressful circumstances.

Useful recommendations for rescuers. In emergency situations, the effectiveness of the intervention
of rescuers and medical personnel can make the difference between life and death. Every second
counts, and an appropriate, timely and personalized response can not only save a life,but also ensure
the physical and emotional well-being of the person rescued. However, each individual is unique, and
this uniqueness is also reflected in the way each of us reacts to situations of stress, fear and pain.
The international team involved in the LEBEL project developed two guidelines for rescuers with
specific recommendations for people with autism and Down syndrome?.

We can therefore understand how teachers, as pivotal figures in the educational ecosystem, have
the power to drive transformative actions that extend beyond the classroom. By equipping educators
with the knowledge, tools, and strategies necessary to respond effectively to emergencies in an
inclusive way, the project lays the foundation for a culture of preparedness and resilience that
embraces diversity and fosters equity. Investing in teacher training programs ensures that these
values become embedded in educational practices, creating ripple effects that contribute to a more
inclusive and sustainable society where no one is left behind, even in the most challenging
circumstances.

4. Future research directions for promoting inclusion in all life contexts

Innovation, sustainability, social and civic responsibility, public engagement: these are the keywords
that guided the project idea, first, and its concrete realization, then, of the course realized within the
program ‘I learn and get beyond my limits’ - LEBEL. The challenge that has guided the work of the
international research group from the early planning stages has been to offer its own contribution,
with its own reflections and the realization of operational proposals, to draw academic, as well as
public, attention to an issue that is in many respects still submerged and little explored.

Building on the project’s success, future research should focus on further integrating inclusive
practices into emergency management, education, and community resilience frameworks.

2 All materials are available at this address: http://afadotizmdown.ogu.edu.tr/moodle/.
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One critical direction is the development and evaluation of advanced assistive technologies that can
enhance accessibility during emergencies. Research could explore the use of artificial intelligence,
wearable devices, and augmented reality to support individuals with disabilities in navigating
complex scenarios, such as evacuations or communication with first responders. These technologies
should be tested and adapted to different cultural and environmental contexts, ensuring their
effectiveness across diverse settings.

Additionally, research should delve into the intersection of family dynamics and inclusion, examining
how to better equip families to act as agents of support and resilience in times of crisis. This includes
studying the effectiveness of family-centered intervention programs and identifying the resources
families need to feel confident and prepared.

Finally, promoting public engagement and raising awareness about the needs of individuals with
disabilities in emergencies must remain a priority. Future research should focus on developing
community-based initiatives that bring together educators, emergency professionals, policymakers,
and families to co-create inclusive solutions. By fostering collaboration across sectors, research can
contribute to building societies that value and actively promote inclusion in all life contexts. In a
perspective, therefore, aimed at the innovation and sustainability of the choices that concretely
shape the inclusive logic, the synergic meeting of cultural actions and processual nature always
outlines new horizons for the experimentation and consolidation of effective practices, which can be
found in the different environments of life, for the benefit of any individual, thus overcoming the
‘special’ dimension of the different evolutionary needs.

In order not to close, but to open up new spaces for reflection, it seems appropriate to mention what
Canevaro, an authoritative figure in Italian and international special pedagogy, already expressed in
this regard, stating that: ‘inclusion always travels’, thus emphasizing the dynamic character by which
it is characterized, and the impossibility of promoting it by focusing only on distinct and independent
contexts.

Through this metaphor, it becomes clear how the processes aimed at ensuring the quality of life for
each individual and for all translate into a continuous progression toward a constantly evolving goal,
one that is continually redefined, achieves new milestones, and is enriched with new meanings,
adapting to the social and cultural changes that traverse different contexts.
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1. Introduction

Gender equality (GE) is a fundamental issue of human rights and social justice, recognized as
essential for sustainable development and democratic progress. While GE has been a longstanding
focus of international and national policies, it has only gained global prominence as a strategic
priority in recent decades. Organizations like the United Nations (UN) and the European Union (EU)
emphasize its importance in ensuring equal opportunities. Pivotal initiatives such as the Beijing
Declaration (UN, 1995), the Education for All (EFA) movement (UNESCO, 2000), and recently the
2030 Agenda (UN, 2015) through SDG 5 (Gender Equality) highlight education's role in achieving
gender equality. Despite these initiatives, significant inequalities persist, necessitating further
education to reduce them.

To achieve gender equality, as aimed in the 2030 Agenda, the entire educational system must
change by adopting policies, plans and strategies that take gender issues into account and address
biased gender social norms. The strategy adopted internationally to address unequal access to and
inadequate education opportunities for all has been gender mainstreaming (UN-Women, 2022).
Gender mainstreaming (GM) is not a policy itself but a means to achieving gender equality. The
European Union (EU) conceptualizes GM as a ‘dual approach’, which involves mainstreaming a
gender perspective in all policies, while also implementing specific measures to eliminate, prevent or
remedy gender inequalities (EIGE, n.d). Applied to higher education teaching, GM refers to the
process of including a gender perspective both in teaching and in the organizational structures
(faculties and departments) using GE plans as instruments for its implementation. It is a teaching
that considers sex and gender as key analytical and explanatory variables, which implies paying
attention to the similarities and differences in the experiences, interests, expectations, attitudes
and behavior of women, men, and disadvantaged groups as well as the causes and consequences of
gender inequality to face them (Cardona-Molté & Miralles-Cardona, 2022). Mainstreaming a gender
perspective into teaching impacts study programs and teaching methods, enhancing education
quality by addressing diverse student needs rather than assuming male experiences are universal.
This process helps prevent gender blindness by recognizing socially imposed roles and
responsibilities and fostering awareness of inequalities. However, despite being considered a core
strategy for accelerating progress on gender equality (UN-Women, 2022), in practice, many
countries face challenges in implementing the strategy.

One of the primary obstacles is the absence of gender-sensitive training within higher education
programs. In teacher education, studies suggest that many educators have limited awareness of
gender issues, which contributes to the perpetuation of stereotypes and inequalities in classrooms
(Aznar-Martinez et al., 2025; Sanabrias-Moreno et al., 2022). Additionally, many teacher training
programs fail to provide future teachers with the necessary skills to effectively implement teaching
with a gender perspective. Research also points to significant resistance against integrating gender
perspectives into university curricula, reflecting broader structural, cultural, and institutional
barriers that hinder progress toward more equitable societies (Lombardo & Mergaert, 2013).

Few studies exist on teaching gender in teacher education, demonstrating that gender-related
topics are poorly integrated into the curriculum (Aikman et al., 2005; Edwards et al., 2020). There
appears to be a general knowledge gap and a low awareness of gender issues among teacher
educators and institutions, a gap that needs to be overcome by providing gender training
opportunities. Because fragmented approaches are the norm, future teachers complete their
university preparation without having adequately developed the skills necessary to incorporate
gender pedagogy into their future professional practice. In Spain, studies such as those of
Gonzalez-Pérez (2017), Rodriguez-Jaume and Gil-Gonzalez (2021) at Xarxa Vives Universities,
Valdivieso (2016) at the University of Las Palmas, or Resa (2023) at the Complutense University of
Madrid, among others, highlight indifference to including gender issues in university curricula and
pedagogy, a case that seems to be common to all branches of knowledge in European countries
(Atchison, 2013; Griinberg, 2011; Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma, 2021; Weiner, 2000; Zippel et al., 2016),
as well as the broader global context (Bothwell, 2022; World Economic Forum, 2023).
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To bridge these gaps, adopting gender-responsive pedagogy (GRP) is essential. Gender-responsive
pedagogy is a transformative approach to learning and teaching that considers learners' unique
needs, experiences, and capacities based on their gender (Chapin et al., 2020; Doroba et al., 2015;
Mlama et al. 2005). It seeks to challenge and dismantle traditional gender norms and stereotypes
that may limit individuals’ potential and restrict their access to quality education. It is about being
conscious of the intersection between gender and learners’ needs to rectify the imbalances in
society. Gender-responsive pedagogy brings in gender-sensitive teaching that focuses on what is
taught, how it is delivered, and how it is retained in both male and female learners (Thege et al.,
2020). Teachers trained in GRP are better equipped to plan lessons, manage classrooms, and
evaluate student performance through a gender-sensitive lens (Kumar, 2024). The goals of GRP
training include: (1) raising educators’ awareness of gender issues and concepts; (2) providing
educators with strategies to integrate gender into all aspects of teaching and learning; (3)
encouraging problem-solving and innovation in addressing gender disparities in educational
settings; and (4) enhancing institutional capacities to develop gender-transformative curricula and
practices (Kumar, 2024; UNESCO, 2024). By adopting GPR, educators can act as agents of change,
fostering an educational landscape that promotes GE and dismantles systemic barriers.

Much of the research to date related to GRP has been conducted in African countries and the
strategies carried out there are inspired (FAWE, Forum for African Women Educationalists, 2020).
However, in Spain, research on this topic remains lacking. The insufficient evidence about what
teacher educators are teaching when they teach GE in teacher education demands further
research. In this regard, this study investigated in a higher education institution in Spain (the
University of Alicante, UA) how teacher educators embed gender responsive pedagogy into their
teaching practices with pre-service teachers. Specifically, we focused on the following research
question:

RQ. What content and methods do teacher educators use to address gender equality through their
teaching assignments?

Identifying the content and methods used by teacher educators will highlight gaps and best
practices in preparing future teachers for gender-responsive teaching at UA. The findings can
inform the development of professional training programs that enhance teacher educators’ ability to
integrate gender equality into their instruction. Furthermore, assessing self-efficacy levels among
student teachers will help design targeted interventions to strengthen their confidence in applying
gender-responsive pedagogy.

2. Method

To answer the research question, this study employed a descriptive cross-sectional survey design
(Bryman, 2016). The study adhered to the Declaration of Helsinki and EU Regulation 2016/679
(General Data Protection Regulation) and was granted exemption from review by the UA Ethics
Committee (Approval Code: UA12162/2023).

2.1Participants and context

The UA is a publicly funded university located in the Valencian Community, Spain. Established in
1979, it serves as a modern, multidisciplinary institution committed to teaching, research, and
innovation. It has a student population of approximately 25,000, of whom about 1,200 graduate
annually from the Faculty of Education, most of them being Spaniards (99%) and women (71%). The
UA has aligned its policies with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the European GE
directives following the enactment of Organic Law 3/2007 by the Spanish Government (2007). Since
then, the institution has undertaken various initiatives to develop gender-related policies through
GE plans and is currently operating under its Fourth Equality Plan (UA, 2022). Despite institutional
efforts, the implementation of the plan remains limited, particularly regarding Axis 1 (Gender
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Awareness and Training) and Axis 2 (Teaching with a Gender Perspective). Notably, although 67% of
degree programs incorporate gender-related competencies, few offer dedicated courses on the
subject or include the gender perspective in the subjects taught. Specifically, only seven out of 45
degree programs (15.5%) include gender-specific courses, with three programs offering compulsory
gender-focused courses and four providing them as elective options. These courses are primarily
concentrated in faculties such as Economics, Law, Education, and Philosophy, with minimal
representation in other disciplines. On the other hand, although some educators claim to teach their
subjects with a gender perspective, most teaching guides do not usually refer to gender in the
objectives, content or methodology sections (UA, 2022).

The participants in this study were 161 undergraduate pre-service teachers pursuing degrees in
Elementary and Secondary Education teaching degrees at the College of Education. They were
selected purposely from an advanced-level course within their teaching degree programs. Of the 161
participants, 78 (48.44%) were in the Elementary Education track and 83 (51.55%) in the Secondary
Education track. Their ages ranged from 19 to 44 years old (M = 2413, SD = 5.67). The majority were
female (n = 122, 76%), while 24% were male (n = 39). Nearly all participants were Spaniards (99%).
Twenty-three percent of the participants (n = 37) reported having received formal gender training
(11 hours on average), while 77 percent (n = 124) did not receive any. Thirty-three percent (n = 53)
observed institutional changes due to the implementation of gender policies at UA and 46% (n = 74)
perceived also changes in teaching practices. Overall, participants rated gender equality training as
very important for their education as future teachers (M = 9.06, SD = 1.53). Although gender is
considered a transversal competence in some degree programs, gender topics are often absent
from coursework. However, students have the option to take a three-credit elective course on
‘Education for Gender Equality.

2.2 Measures

The study assessed gender-responsive teaching using the Gender-Responsive Teaching (GRT)
index. It measures what gender content is taught and how it is taught. This index is a subscale of
the Spanish version of the Education for Sustainable Development of Gender Equality (ESD 5) index
(Miralles-Cardona, 2024). It consists of 13 items grouped into two factors: (1) Gender Content in
Coursework (7 items) that assesses the extent to which faculty include gender topics in their
teaching subjects, and (2) Gender-Responsive Teaching Methods (6 items) that measures the use of
gender-inclusive teaching approaches. The participants were asked to answer two questions: (1)
How often did faculty address gender equality topics during their teaching assignments? and (2)
How often did faculty employ different methodological approaches to teach gender? Responses
were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often, and, 5 =
Always), with higher values indicating greater integration of gender into their teaching. Preliminary
analysis of the GRT index using Spanish student teachers reveals that the instrument has internal
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha > .90) and it is valid for what it aims to measure, having shown
evidence of its content validity, CVI .97 (Lawshe, 1995) and construct validity (Miralles-Cardona et
al., 2024).

2.3 Data collection procedure

Data were collected during class time in the second semester of the 2022-2023 academic year from
one of the mandatory courses of the teaching degree program. All of the participants gave informed
consent after being advised of the voluntary, anonymous, and confidential nature of the study, as
well as their right to decline participation at any time during the survey administration. The
questionnaire was administered in-person to all students enrolled in the selected course. Students
who chose not to participate returned blank surveys. Completion time was approximately 10
minutes. The questionnaire consisted of two parts. Part | contained Demographic Information (8
items) and Part Il, the Gender-Responsive Teaching index (13 items.
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2.4 Dataanalysis

Preliminary analyses involved conducting an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) of the GRT index to
examine its underlying structure, alongside an assessment of reliability using Cronbach’s alpha.
Data distribution was evaluated through skewness and kurtosis values, while normality was
assessed based on the Muthén and Kaplan (1985) criteria (-2 to +2 range). To address the research
guestions, a range of statistical methods were employed. Descriptive statistics (means, frequencies,
and percentages) were used to summarize the data. Independent samples t-tests were conducted
to compare TEGEP scores between participants with and without gender training, with effect sizes
calculated using Cohen's d. All statistical analyses were carried out using SPSS (version 28).

3. Results

3.1Exploratory factor analysis, normality check and reliability

EFA. The Kaiser-Meyer-0lkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy vyielded a value of 0.772,
indicating that the sample was suitable for EFA. Bartlett's test of sphericity confirmed the
appropriateness of the analysis, yielding a statistically significant result: y378) = 257.51, p < .000.
Principal component analysis was employed for factor extraction, followed by Varimax rotation. The
results identified two factors within the index. The first factor, with an eigenvalue of 5.83,
accounted for 44.83% of the total variance, while the second factor (eigenvalue of 2.11) explained
an additional 16.26%, culminating in a cumulative variance of 61.09% (Table 1).

Reliability. The internal consistency of the GRT was assessed using item-total correlation and
Cronbach’s alpha for both the overall scale and its subscales. The overall Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient was high (a = .877), indicating strong internal consistency. By subscale, the Gender
Content Taught factor showed a reliability coefficient of a = .887, while the Gender Approaches
factor had a coefficient of a = .800, both of which are considered good reliability, according to
Thorndike (1997). Item-total correlation values ranged from .288 to .796, supporting the scale’s
reliability.

Normality check. All items met the normal distribution requirement values of the skewness and
kurtosis, which were within an acceptable range of -2 to +2, as suggested by Muthén and Kaplan
(1985) (see Table 1). Regarding the Gender Content subscale, the highest mean corresponds to Item
4 ‘Gender-based equal opportunities’ with a mean of 3.69, while the lowest corresponds to Item 1
‘Foundations and principles of gender equality’ with a mean of 314, on a five-point scale, thus
placing them around the midpoint of the scale, which is 3. The item with the most homogeneous
responses was Iltem 4 (SD = 0.86), whereas the most heterogeneous was Item 11 ‘Abuse in power
relations based on gender’ (SD = 1.23). For the Gender-Responsive Teaching Methods subscale, Item
15 ‘Project-based teaching’ had the highest mean (3.17), while Item 13 ‘Lecture-based teaching’ had
the lowest (3.14). The item with the greatest response variability was Item 17 (SD = 1.34), whereas
the most consistent responses were observed for Item 13 (SD = 1.16).

Factor Factor M SD Skewness Kurtosis
| Il

What Is Taught

1 Foundations and principles of gender .790 3.14 1.03 -132 -.351
equality.
3  Diversity and gender identity. 729 3.26 1.12 -.41 -.368
4  Gender-based equal opportunities. 796 3.69 0.86 -.104 -.781
5 Genderinequalities. .738 3.51 1.06 -116 -1.19
9  Social justice and equity. .675 3.51 1.09 -.324 -.671
10 Gender violence. .765 3.60 1.16 -.549 -.389
11 Abuse in power relations based on gender. .829 3.37 123 .278 -.749

How It Is Taught

13 Lecture-based teaching. .698 2,23 116 .238 -.61
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15 Project-based teaching. 567 317 133 -.254 -1.13
17  Online and/or technology-based teaching. 716 2,89 134 -.088 -1.16
19 Case Study-based teaching. 714 294 1.25 -.074 -.883
23 Research-based teaching. 716 283 131 .007 -1.02
24 Guided discovery teaching. 763 2.66 123 12 -1.05
KMO =.722

Bartlett test: y?(78) = 257.51, p < .000
% Variance explained: 61.09%
Alpha: Whole scale = .877; Factor 1=.887; Factor 2 =.800

Table 1: Exploratory factor analysis and descriptives for GRT index. Scale range 1-6 (Midpoint 3.50)

3.2 RQ. Gender-responsive teaching

As indicated by the average mean responses of factor 1, Gender Content Taught (Table 1), teacher
educators incorporated gender-related issues into their teaching to a moderate extent (M = 3.40,
SD = 0.84). However, certain gender-related topics were emphasized more than others (see Figure
1). The most frequently addressed topics were gender-based violence (Item 10), gender-based
equal opportunities (Item 4), gender inequalities (Item 5), and social justice and equity (Item 9), with
57.1% and 54.3% of respondents, respectively, reporting that these topics were covered frequently
and in sufficient depth during coursework. In contrast, the least frequently addressed topic was the
foundations and principles of gender equality (Iltem 1), with only 28.6% of respondents indicating
that it was covered frequently and only 8.6% stating that it was addressed extensively.

Anusas in Power Relatians
Gender-asad Vialenca

Sadial fustice & Equity

Gender Inegualitias

Gender-ased Egual Bpportunitias

Diversity & Gandar [dentiTy - e

LT

S=wrlrn
Foundations of Gender Equality - e
| B
[i] Fal] 3 &0 BD 160

Padd anlage (%)

Figure 1: distribution of responses for gender content taught.

Regarding the gender-responsive teaching methods employed by teacher educators to teach
gender-related topics, respondents reported that project-based teaching (Item 15) was the most
frequently utilized strategy, with 48.5% indicating that their instructors used it often or always.
Similarly, lecture-based teaching (Item 13) was also commonly employed, with 42.9% of
respondents reporting frequent or very frequent use. In contrast, the least frequently used
approaches were online and/or technology-based teaching (Iltem 17), research-based learning (Iltem
23), and guided discovery teaching (Item 24). Notably, 22.9% of respondents stated that guided
discovery teaching was never used during their coursework, highlighting a significant gap in the
application of more interactive and exploratory teaching methodologies. Figure 2 provides a visual
representation of these findings.
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Figure 2: distribution of responses for gender-responsive teaching methods.

In summary, the findings indicate that teacher educators infuse gender-related content into their
teaching to a moderate extent, with a tendency to prioritize issues that directly relate to real-world
social problems such as gender-based violence over more theoretical topics such as foundations of
gender equality. Likewise, the data suggest a preference for familiar teaching methods, such as
project-based teaching and lecture-based instruction, rather than less commonly used, more
demanding, and more time-consuming approaches, such as guided discovery teaching and
research-based learning.

4. Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the extent to which gender-responsive pedagogy is integrated into
university teaching at UA, specifically examining how teacher educators incorporate gender-
responsive pedagogy into their instructional practices. The research aimed to address two key
objectives: (1) identify the teaching content and approaches used by teacher educators to teach
gender equality; (2) examine the impact of teaching methods and content on student teachers' self-
efficacy in implementing gender equality (GE) practices.

To address the research question, the Spanish version of the GRT index (Miralles-Cardona, 2024)
was used. This instrument consists of 13 items distributed across two subscales: Gender Content
Taught (7 items) and Gender-Responsive Teaching Methods (6 items). Using this study’s sample, the
GRT index revealed a two-factor structure that appropriately captures the constructs measured,
explaining 61.09% of the total variance. Furthermore, the index exhibited strong internal
consistency, with an overall reliability coefficient of a = .877 (« = .887 for GCT and a = .800 for GTA,
respectively), indicating that the instrument possesses adequate psychometric properties for use in
teaching contexts. This finding is significant as it provides a valid and reliable tool for examining the
teaching content and gender-responsive methods educators utilize when teaching gender-related
topics. Data collected using the GRT index revealed that gender issues were only occasionally
addressed in university teaching. Among the seven assessed topics, nhone were perceived by
students as being covered ‘often’, suggesting that gender topics were addressed only sporadically.
However, a few themes—gender-based violence, gender-based equal opportunities, gender
inequality, and social justice and equity—were reported by a majority of respondents (>50%) as
being discussed at least 'sometimes’ Regarding the methods used to address gender topics, only
project-based teaching and lecture-based instruction were reported as being used frequently or
almost always by nearly half of the respondents (48.5% and 42.9%, respectively). In contrast, the
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remaining methodological approaches were sporadically implemented. These findings are both
revealing and novel, as they indicate that gender equality content is largely absent from lesson
plans, hindering the development of gender knowledge and skills among pre-service teachers. The
results align with previous literature, which highlights the precarious state of gender-responsive
teaching (Cavaghan, 2017; Rodriguez-Jaume & Gil-Gonzalez, 2021) and supports studies
emphasizing the existence of a curriculum that lacks commitment to gender (Aikman et al., 2005;
Dumbuya, 2023; Grinberg, 2011).

These findings are consistent with existing literature, including studies conducted in Spain (e.g.
Aznar-Martinez et al., 2025; Resa, 2023; Sanabrias-Moreno et al., 2022), other European countries
(e.g. Engeli & Mazur, 2018; Grenz et al., 2008; Weiner, 2000), and globally (Bothwell et al., 2022; World
Economic Forum, 2023), which underscores the limited impact of gender mainstreaming in higher
education and teacher education. This study is innovative, as it is among the first published to
explore not only the curriculum but also gender pedagogy. two key areas that require greater
attention in teacher education programs.

4.1 Limitations

The interpretation of the findings must be considered within the scope of several limitations. First,
the analyses were based on cross-sectional data, which does not allow for causal inference.
Second, this study relies on student teachers’ assessments, which may be influenced by personal
biases and individual characteristics. Third, it was conducted with a non-representative sample of
pre-service teachers, with a gender imbalance (predominantly female participants), which does not
reflect the entire student body, academic levels, or education programs within the UA College of
Education. Fourth, the findings do not include insights from teacher educators, who may hold
perspectives that differ from those of the students. Finally, complementing this study with
interviews from both student teachers and teacher educators, as well as classroom observations,
could yield different or more substantive findings.

4.2 Practical implications

Given the limited research on gender-responsive teaching in higher education, there is an urgent
need to transform both curricula and pedagogy to promote gender inclusivity (Aikman et al., 2005).
The findings highlight universities as key stakeholders in addressing this issue, yet a clear lack of
institutional commitment persists in integrating gender mainstreaming into faculty missions and
policies. Degree programs, curricula, course syllabi, and pedagogical approaches remain largely
disconnected from legislative mandates, despite existing legal requirements. Additionally, the
insufficient gender training of faculty members further impedes the effective implementation of
gender-responsive teaching. This gap not only slows progress but also reinforces misconceptions
about gender equality and perpetuates stereotypical gender norms. To address these challenges, a
comprehensive evaluation of gender equality plans in academic institutions is essential, along with
a targeted assessment of teacher educators' training needs. Without adequate faculty preparation,
gender mainstreaming efforts will remain ineffective. Beyond curricular and institutional reforms,
future research should examine the necessity of sustained support and mentorship for teacher
educators to ensure meaningful and lasting change.

4.3 Conclusion

This study highlights the challenges and gaps in implementing gender-responsive pedagogy in
teacher education at the University of Alicante. The findings reveal that while gender-related
content is occasionally integrated into coursework, it is neither systematically addressed nor
sufficiently emphasized in instructional practices. Furthermore, the study demonstrates that pre-
service teachers who received gender training perceive themselves as more competent in applying
gender-responsive pedagogy compared to those without training. However, the absence of
significant differences in some self-efficacy indicators suggests that insufficient training may not be
enough to foster deep, lasting competence in gender-responsive teaching. Despite institutional
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commitments to GE, the limited integration of gender perspectives into teacher education curricula
underscores the need for more comprehensive reforms. The UA must move beyond policy
declarations and actively embed gender-sensitive content and methodologies into teacher training
programs. Additionally, faculty development initiatives are essential to equip teacher educators with
the skills and knowledge necessary to implement gender-responsive teaching effectively.
Addressing these gaps requires a systemic transformation that includes curricular revision, faculty
training, and institutional accountability to ensure that future teachers are fully prepared to
promote gender equality in education. Without sustained efforts to integrate gender-responsive
pedagogy at all levels of teacher education, the broader goal of achieving gender equity in schools
and society remains out of reach.
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Abstract

It's essential today that teachers have a wide range of soft skills (SS), fundamental for personal
growth. SS, infact, represent a dyamic combination of cognitive, metacognitive, practical and
intellectual skills. They have a transversal nature and allow student to improve their performance in
their studies and in the world of work. From this perspective, Service Learning can promote and
improve learning process and the development of SS.

Recently, thanks to different SL projects, we have attempted to explore how this approach can
contribute to enhancing responsible student learning and developing a wide range of skills required
for teacher training. We present three projects started into the degree course in Primary Education
Sciences (LM85bis):

- 2020/2022: Service e-learning project “Nobody left behind”, to design and implement
educational and enhancement courses for primary school pupils in Palermo. 869 students that
attend LM85bis course were involved in this project, with the aim of creating educational paths
for vulnerable students in Palermo. In total we provided 60,000 hours of distance learning, and
all the activities favoured cognitive stimulation and the development of motivation for pupils’
learning and the development of skills and deep awareness in teachers.

- 2022/2023: [P.R.] A.S.S.I. “Learning helps, serving teaches™: aimed at promoting educational
and training activities aimed at minors in Ballard - Albergheria district of Palermo. There was
initial distance learning (4 meetings, 16 hours in total), thanks to which students learned
operational models, reflective and relational skills, metacognitive and research skills.

- 2024/2025: we introduced 2 cfu of SL activities in the first year of the course which counts
400 students. The “SL in Sicily” project aims at promoting the design and implementation of
educational and enhancement courses for pupils of Sicilian primary schools. The project
involved initial training and activities for approximately 400 first-year students.

Keywords: service learning; soft skills; teacher training; music education; innovative learning.
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1. Background and theoretical framework

Society and context influence learning and vice versa. This is certainly not new, but a condition that
certainly still exists. Therefore, ensuring adequate progression and improvement in learning and
teaching is a necessity that must always be met. School, learning and social life are closely linked and
dependent on each other (Dewey, 1899) and that is precisely why the role of teachers is becoming
increasingly important and complex. They must be able to understand and answer the needs and
requests of their students. To be able to do this, one must be a competent and well-trained
professional.

Deep training, nowadays, is correlated by the concept of skills, both hard and soft skills.

Itis no longer enough to only be a trained teacher, it is necessary to possess soft skills, in order to be
able to provide students with a comprehensive and articulate education that is appropriate for their
career, personal life, studies and work life (Matvienko & Popova, 2022).

This is why, for years, the University of Palermo has decided to focus its attention on the training of
future school teachers.

Students of primary education degree courses, in fact, will be future teachers; they will be future
people whose task will be to train pupils and students in turn. That is why it seems crucial to ensure
that they are the recipients of adequate training. There is a strong need to provide them with a toolkit
of relevant and suitable tools to be able to create an engaging and innovative learning and teaching
environment in the future (Coggi & Ricchiardi, 2014).

Today’s educational mission is to bring young students to understand how important it is to create,
over time, a teaching-learning style that is meaningful for the learners.

To be able to do this, it is necessary to resort to didactic expedients that can make the training course
more interesting.

Among the various existing didactic-pedagogical approaches, the University of Palermo, often,
prefers the Service Learning one.

1.1 Service Learning: values and morals developer

It is becoming more and more widespread, and well known, fortunately, and today represents one of
the most effective and surprising educational approaches within the education of the individual.
When placed within the training of future teachers, SL becomes a very valuable tool, as it provides a
global learning experience.

As we said before, it is impossible to limit the idea of a complete education to knowledge alone, which
is why among the many benefits and pros that SL brings, we mention above all the great capacity to
develop moral values and soft skills.

A person, a teacher, a worker, a professional who possesses values and skills are already a step above
the others.

It is necessary, therefore, that this concept of a global, moral and experiential education reaches the
young students who will be future teachers (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996).

Between the values that Service Learning manages to develop in people who take part in SL
initiatives, we mention mutual help, solidarity, responsibility and citizenship.

Incrementing and implementing SL initiatives within higher education, especially within courses such
as Primary Education Science, means to spread the idea that teachers must be able to create an
educational environment that is innovative and attractive for students.

Allowing university students to take part in Service Learning activities, means giving them an
unforgettable experience that they will carry with them for the rest of their life and career (Flinders,
2013).

2. The commitment of University of Palermo

The University of Palermo (UniPa) has always committed to offering its students a learning and
teaching experience that can make the learning process more interesting and innovative, stimulating
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and engaging. During the last years, in fact, UniPa implemented many Service Learning activities (La
Marca & Longo, 2022).

It seems appropriate to mention the one that took place between years 2020 and 2022, the e-Service
Learning project “Nobody left behind”. Its aim was to design and implement educational paths for
primary school students located in disadvantaged neighborhoods of Palermo.

The project involved 869 university students enrolled in the degree course of Primary School Science
(303 from the third year; 293 from the fourth year; 273 from the fifth year) in designing a teaching
course appropriate for helping and supporting primary school students in continuing their education
and schooling path despite the arrival of the Covid-Sars19 pandemic.

University students organized themselves and designed their own educational activities, thanks to
all the competencies and skills, soft and hard skills that they learned during all these university years.
And this is the real purpose of Service Learning: it is not only something you do to help others, SL is
useful, first of all, for your personal growth and-fer your experiential and values knowledge base;
students manage to develop an educational path not only thanks to their knowledge.

A total of 60,000 hours of online teaching were delivered, thanks to which university students grew
and school students did not drop out. This is a great achievement (La Marca & Falzone, 2023).
Another important Service learning initiative that was implemented during these years is the project
“[P.R.] A.S.S.I. Apprendere Serve, Servire Insegna”. This project was organized during the academic
year 2022-2023; its focus was implementing educational and training activities intended for children
living in the popular Ballaro-Albergheria neighborhood of the city of Palermo. This project involved
38 students from the first year of the Primary School Science degree course and helped young
students in developing skills such as social and relational skills, citizenship and metacognitive
attitudes (La Marca, Martino et al., 2023).

3. The importance of soft skills: for teachers, for students, for children

We are, now, in the 215t century and everything is constantly changing; the keywords are dynamism,
flexibility and transversality. To do so, you have to be skilled, you have to know, but you also have to
know how to do anything.

Being skilled is no longer an optional extra: it is a requirement.

It is interesting to see how, over the years, the skills required have changed. The World Economic
Forum does annual research that studies the evolution and trends of the skills most in demand in the
world of jobs. They produced a list of the 10 top skills required and needed to face 2025 (see figure 1).
Among the skills listed, we can read analytical thinking, critical thinking, creativity, problem solving
and more. Equipping students with these skills as early as the university curriculum means taking
care of their training in full.

It means, above all, getting ahead: you are training students who will be able to use these skills for
themselves, but at the same time, you are training future teachers who will be able to pass them on
to their future students.
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Figure 1: Top 10 skills of 2025.

We strongly believe that it is necessary, for a positive change to occur, to work on and with the young
students who will be future teachers. It means sowing seeds, giving rise to something that can evolve
into a much better future. In this case, it is talking to students and teachers at the same time, because
they are students now, but they will become teachers. It is like working in the present and the future
at the same time. The musical training also helps to develop greater self-awareness and more
balanced emotional management. In an increasingly competitive world, being able to recognize and
regulate one's emotions is a fundamental quality for professional and personal success. Involvement
in musical activities, which require commitment, patience and self-discipline, contributes
significantly to the strengthening of self-efficacy, i.e. the perception of oneself as being able to cope
successfully with difficulties. This is precisely why, during the first semester of the academic year
2024-2025, we organized a new activity with primary education students enrolled in the third year.
The initiative was carried out during the hours of the music education course, with the aim of making
students understand that practicing studies parallel to school, cultivating hobbies and being
interested in other aspects, can benefit and improve their future path as teachers. Investing time in
recreational, musical, social, artistic activities brings with it the very important development of soft
skills that would not be able to be acquired just through school or university studies.

4. Music and soft skills: a student-led survey

As we said, among the activities that help develop soft skills, we mention the music practice; many
scientific studies, in fact, confirm that music is an essential tool in improving and developing
interpersonal, social and cognitive skills.

It has been demonstrated how the artistic expression of music, especially if practiced since
childhood, facilitates the socialization process between individuals and makes the communication
between humans more effective and immediate (Batt-Rawden & Stedje, 2020).

Thanks to practicing, playing or listening to music, you can develop your sensitivity, improve your
memory, increase your creativity and concentration, and sharpen your active listening and
communication skills (Diz-Otero et al., 2023).

The study of music not only enriches the educational experience but also plays a crucial role in the
development of soft skills that are essential in every area of both professional and personal life.
Although music is often seen as a subject for those who intend to follow a career in the arts, several
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studies show that even those who do not become professional musicians benefit enormously from
simply studying an instrument or practicing singing.

Music, in fact, is a universal form of communication that develops essential skills such as
interpersonal communication, collaboration and creativity. Scientific studies confirm that music
practice stimulates the brain in a unique way, improving cognitive and social skills of individuals,
regardless of whether they pursue a musical career or not (Batt-Rawden & Stedje, 2020). Music
learning also facilitates the development of emotional skills, such as stress management and
resilience, qualities that are particularly important in a professional context, where the ability to adapt
to new challenges is crucial.

One of the most remarkable aspects of studying music concerns the enhancement of active listening
skills. Music requires an intensive focus and listening skills that transcend the simple listening:
students who practice music are continuously stimulated to focus on others, to recognize shades
and details, and to adapt their behavior in real time. These skills are crucial not only for professional
growth, but also for the creation of more empathetic and cooperative interpersonal relationships.

It is precisely from these theoretical roots that the initiative proposed to the students from the third
year of Primary School Science was born. The main idea was to make students understand how much
good practice and knowledge of music can do, even if it will not become one’s job or main hobby; it is
already enough to study an instrument for a while. This represents a great opportunity and a great
gift you can give yourself.

4.1 Data collection and panel constitution

The students, based on their knowledge, identified two suitable candidates for their interviews; the
candidates’ participation was also on a voluntary basis. We gave students a task: they had to
interview two working people (relatives, friends, parents, colleagues). Neither of them had to be a
professional musician, but one of them had to have studied music during their education. The biggest
aim was precisely to accredit the idea that those who have studied music during their education are
now equipped with more useful skills in the world of work.

The task that we assigned was on a voluntary basis, we received 100 interviews. The students were
not provided with pre-created questions, but we gave them instructions to ask the interviewees what
are the soft skills that they activate most during their work. It was also necessary to ask the person
who studied music if, in his/her opinion, his/her musical studies had helped in developing the skills
that he/she considers fundamental in his/her job today.

Following a screening and analysis phase, we eliminated some interviews and kept 84 of them. We
continued with the analysis of the profiles interviewed and classified them by gender and profession.
The panel of respondents (N=84), consisted of 63% males and 37% females.

Gender Distribution

= Women = Men

Graphic 1. Gender distribution of respondents: F=37%; M=63%.
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The panel composition was very mixed: regarding the professions carried out by the respondents,
encompassing many different professions, which is why we provide below a table with all the jobs
and the number of frequencies (Figure 2). The richness of this wide range of professions results in a
very cross-sectional data collection. It would perhaps have been limiting to interview candidates in
the same profession, instead, thanks to the efforts of our students-future teachers, we are given a
broad and heterogeneous overview of respondents.

JoBS FREQUENCIES
Doctor n.7
Italian teacher n.1
Architect n.5
Accountant n.2
Violin teacher n.1
Designer n.2
Restaurateur n.2
Computer scientist n.3
Nurse n.6
Trade unionist n.2
Employee in PA n.5
Lawyer n.5
University professor of chemistry n.1
Engineer n.6
Primary school teacher n.6
Plumber n.2
Craftsman n.4
Spanish teacher n.1
Professor of science n.1
Waiter/tress n.2
Gymnastics teacher n.1
Stationer n.3
University student n.3
Maths teacher n.4
Support teacher n.2
Cosmetician n.2
Prevention technician n.1
Religion teacher n.1
Educator n.1
Technology teacher n.1
Music teacher n.1
Teacher for adults n.1
Secretary n.5

Table 1: respondents’ occupation.
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To facilitate our work, we have organised the 84 occupations of our interviewees into 6 macro
categories plus 1:

Healthcare field (nurses, doctors, etc.) = 13;

Education and training field (teachers, educators, etc.) = 23;
Construction field (designers, architects, etc.) = 9;

Law and accountancy field (lawyers, accountants, etc.) = 8;
Catering field (waiter, waitress, etc.) = 4;

Engineering and computer science field (engineers, etc.) = 9;
Other =18.

Noaohkoun=

5. Data analysis

All the questions and interviews were transcribed in their entirety by the students; thanks to this
transcription, we were able to carry out a thematic analysis of each answer.

We decided to research and highlight the concepts and skills mentioned recurrently, with the aim of
noting how often the same answers were repeated. The aim of the research was to highlight how
amongst the respondents who had studied music, the importance of having acquired those soft skills
was highlighted. To gain this information, we worked with the students and, working in groups,
analysed each individual interview. We then highlighted and collected the recurring skills to get an
overview of the most shared and widespread ideas. Each student then identified keywords within
theirinterview and we made a shared word cloud (see Figure 2). This provided a visual and meaningful
impact of the work done and the information gathered. We collected 207 different keywords, and they
are all about the soft skills developed thanks to music.

COMLUMNCaZIoN:s

ConmceriraZicnes

[2QmMworking probeen

Figure 2: Soft skills developed through music.

It is interesting to analyse the keywords collected: they are very varied; they belong to rather
disparate fields; there are some skills belonging to the artistic sphere, others more technical and still
others social. Looking at the word cloud in question, where the size of the words is directly
proportional to their frequency, those of concentration, teamwork and creativity appear in the
foreground. In order to better organise the work, we therefore identified 24 thematic cores
summarising the ideas collected and the skills that, according to the interviewees, are the most
developed by music.
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As a final step in the study of the results, we calculated the frequency and recurrence of each theme
by making it a percentage figure, with the aim of calculating and identifying the skills most shared by
the respondents.

Below are the top 10 skills most developed by the study of music according to our respondents (see
table 2). On the podium, the winner is the skill of attention and concentration, followed by creativity
and teamwork. All the skills that emerged during these interviews and this study are absolutely
required and transferable to the profile of a good teacher. Our future students, in fact, must be able
to be focused on their role, attentive to their class and the needs of their pupils. A very high level of
creativity and imagination is also required, probably the most in-demand skill in the teaching
profession.

The least shared skills, on the other hand, which come at the end of the list, are responsibility (1.19%),
multitasking (1.19%), self-confidence (1.19%), manual skills (1.19%) and logic (1.19%). It is also
interesting to note that dimensions such as the skill of manual dexterity, although it is the main and
necessary aspect of practising music, do not appear among the most popular. This is probably
because, for the respondents, it was more relevant and useful to implement skills such as problem
solving (13.09%), active listening (15.47%) and discipline (17.85%), as they are more useful and
required by their current jobs.

SKILL FREQUENCY (%)
Ist Concentration 26.19%
2nd Creativity 20.23%
3rd Team Working 19.04%
4th Discipline 17.85%
5th Stress Management 16.66%
6th Active Listening 15.47%
7th Patience 14.28%
8th Communication 14.28%
9th Problem Solving 13.09%
10th Time management 13.09%

Table 3: List of the top 10 skills.

6. Conclusions and future perspectives

Thanks to the survey conducted, we were able to obtain further confirmation of the effectiveness
and potential of music education. By exposing young people to the experience of musical practice,
we are giving them an educational experience that will drastically mark, in a positive way, their future
careers and lives.

Equipping our future teachers with all the required and necessary skills means preparing the ground
for the future, for a better education. We are convinced, especially given the enthusiasm and
amazement shown by our students, that it is necessary to spread the message that a good teacher
is not just someone who teaches and explains well. A good teacher is the one who, first, is willing to
put himself on the line, promoting long life learning and continuous and comprehensive training.

We sincerely hope that our students have understood the importance and importance of being ready
for anything, ready to answer the needs of everyone and to the situations of work and personal life
thanks to soft skills, which prove to be fundamental to be competent and prepared people and
teachers.
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1. Introduction

Reflection is considered a critical goal in teacher education agendas, with a growing body of research
exploring how to effectively encourage preservice teachers’ engagement in reflection activities
(Korthagen & Nuijten, 2022). Reflection’s conceptualization and enactments interacted with and
evolved within various epistemological shifts. One key shift derives from the expansion of digital
technologies and the new social practices they bear (Buckingham & Willet, 2006). Teacher educators
have embraced the infusion of information and communication technologies, broadening their
methods to engage student teachers in reflection activities (Watanabe & Tajeddin, 2022). The new
online environments offer enriched personal and social mindtools that not only enhance teachers'
reflection but have also led to the reconceptualization of reflection towards a more interactional and
extroverted direction.

Nevertheless, the technological medium per se cannot guarantee deep reflection and may evoke
practices of immediate rather than thought-provoking use (Bates, Phalen & Moran, 2016).
Furthermore, conducted online or offline, group reflection activities sometimes lead to concerning
outcomes (Elhussain & Khojah, 2020, Erdemir & Yesilginar, 2021) denoting the importance of further
research on the nature of socially mediated reflection activities. Considering the diverse frameworks,
goals, and methods that guide group reflection activities in teacher education, a first step could be
tracing and grouping the different characteristics of socially mediated activities in teacher education,
in order to provide an insight into the methodological choices available to teacher educators for
designing social reflection paths in different types of learning environments.

To this end, the present study aims to explore the types of reflection activities portrayed in teacher
education research, focusing on peer reflection activities. To gain a comprehensive picture of these
types, we focused on three characteristics of the activities: the social processes enacted, the
environment in which they are conducted (online, offline, blended), and the group size of student
teachers involved. Through a systematic review of the relevant literature, we attempt to trace peer
reflection activities in initial teacher education and group them according to these three
characteristics. The research question that guides the systematic review is:

- What typologies of peer reflection activities are portrayed in initial teacher education research
regarding the social processes, the environment, and group size they entail?
2. Methodology
To examine the types of peer reflection activities in teacher education, a systematic review was

implemented following the guidelines of the JBI Manual for Evidence Synthesis (Aromataris and
Munn, 2020). The following eligibility criteria were defined for a paper to be included in the review:

Publication type: peer-reviewed, empirical studies in the English language;
Phenomenon of interest: studies aiming to explore teachers’ aspects of reflection;
Participants: studies involving preservice student teachers participants;

Context: studies implementing and examining peer reflection activities.

We searched for relevant publications in four bibliographic databases (ERIC, Scopus, Web of Science,
and ScienceDirect). The terms used in the search engines were “reflection” (reflect OR reflection OR
reflective OR reflectivity OR reflexive OR refiexivity) AND “teacher education”. The search was limited
to publications after 1983 when D. Schon published the book "The Reflective Practitioner: How
Professionals Think in Action" (Schoén, 1983), which shifted teacher educators’ attention toward
developing reflective teachers. The bibliographic search was performed in 2022, resulting in 24.318
academic papers. After removing duplicates across the four databases (9.162 papers removed), a
thorough selection process followed. The selection process included title/abstract screening (14.150
papers excluded), full-text eligibility assessment (444 papers excluded), and quality appraisal (454
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papers excluded). Ninety-eight (98) papers were deemed eligible for inclusion in the review (see
hyperlinks in the Appendix). The majority of the 98 studies employed either qualitative (N=48) or
mixed-methods designs (N=47), with only a small number (N=3) using a purely quantitative approach.
The average sample size across the studies was 42 participants. The studies were conducted in
America (N=33, mostly in the USA, N=30), Asia (N=30, primarily in Turkey, N=9, and China, N=6), Europe
(N=28, mainly in the UK, N=7; Ireland, N=4; and Sweden, N=3), and in Australia (N=8). Six of the 98
papers examined two distinct peer reflection activities instead of one, leading to a total of 104 peer
reflection activities displayed and studied in the included papers.

Information about the goal and the methods of each peer reflection activity was traced in the
Introduction and the Methodology sections of the research papers. The textual data extracted were
scrutinized for information concerning three characteristics of the peer reflection activities: the
interaction process, the reflection environment, and the group size of the activity.

- Interaction processes. A thematic analysis was conducted to identify the social processes that
permeate student interactions (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Following the abductive reasoning
tradition, the patterns we initially searched in our data were based on the four principles of social
constructivism that Barak (2007) proposed for science teacher education activities: exploring
new venues, increasing engagement, co-constructing content, and providing/receiving
feedback. As the analysis proceeded, data shaped the definitions of the four categories. In some
activities, more than one of the four processes was evident. In these cases, the activities were
categorized according to the most prevalent social process.

- Environment. The peer reflection activities were assigned to the online, blended, or face-to-face
category, depending on the space in which the interaction took place.

- Group size. The peer reflection activities were assigned to the pairs (2 students), small group (3-
6 students), medium group (7-30 students), or large group (31+ students) category, depending
on the number of students who interacted.

Descriptive statistics were used to demonstrate the frequency of each characteristic in the peer
reflection activities studied. In addition, a chi-squared test was conducted to explore possible
correlations among the three characteristics. Lastly, exploratory Latent Class Analysis (LCA) was
performed, which clusters data with similar characteristics. Through Latent Class Analysis, we
examined tendencies in the grouping of the three characteristics, illuminating potential typologies of
peer reflection activities. Jamovi open statistical software was used to carry out these analyses.

3. Results

3.1 Peerrefiection interaction processes

Feedback (33.7%). The thematic analysis demonstrated that the most frequent form of interaction
displayed in preservice teacher reflection research is peer feedback (33.7%). The activities in this
category were designed to encourage student teachers to critically reflect on their peers’ practices
or beliefs, to provide constructive feedback, and to receive feedback as well. An indicative example
can be traced in the activity portrayed and studied in the paper of Manouchehri (2002):

«.. they were asked to observe one another’s teaching. Following each observation period, they provided
feedback on each other’s practice, and shared ideas for improving their teaching» (Manouchehri, 2002, p.
716).

Social engagement (30.8%). Almost in the same frequency with feedback, were the activities
targeting students’ cognitive and emotional engagement in reflection through social interaction
(30.8%). Here, the sense of belonging to a community and the connection among students were
prioritized by the authors of the sample to induce social motives to reflect. For example,
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«The task proposed that students post their work, including ideas, concepts and artifacts, and comment and
discuss on peers’ work. This requirement was designed so that students could build connections with peers
with a view to enhancing collaborative participation in the task over the five weeks» (Park, 2015, p. 11).

Co-construction (20.2%). Co-construction processes were prevalent in 20.2% of the activities
studied, where students interact towards a common goal. The co-construction category included
activities characterized by the embracement of collaborative approaches and intense negotiation of
meanings, in order for students to reach a common conclusion or to shape together a teaching plan.
In the following example, students co-authored a paper illustrating the profile of an elementary
science teacher:

«(1) participants shared and collaboratively reflected on their journal entries and individual synthesis papers;
(2) participants engaged in collective dialogue and negotiation, in light of the practical merit of reflection and
on the structured and focused objective of profiling the portrait of an elementary science teacher; (3)
participants used their collaborative reflections resulting from collective dialogue and negotiation to
collectively write their synthesis paper on the profile of an elementary science teacher» (Subramaniam, 2013,
p. 1860).

Exploration (15.4%). The least common social process to scaffold student teachers’ reflection seemed
to be the exploration of new venues in interaction with peers. The reflection activities entailed in this
category emphasized explorative and individualized approaches. Specifically, students were given
control to choose with whom and how intensely they would interact with peers, according to their
personal interests and needs, for example:

«The central task of the successive cycles of the learning activity consisted of students tweeting during a
relevant period in the term. They were free to decide the content of their tweets and choose their topics, their
hashtags, and the users they wanted to interact with» (Pérez Garcias, et al., 2020, p. 4).

3.2 Peer reflection environment

Regarding the environment where the peer reflection activities took place, both the online and the
face-to-face environments were frequently used to host and mediate reflective interactions.
Specifically, 50 activities were performed face-to-face, 44 in online environments, whereas only 10
peer reflection activities took place in blended environments. Asynchronous tools were mostly used
(91,4%) with forums, discussion boards, and blogs to prevail (72,4%). Activities also incorporated
occasionally collaborative video annotation tools, teleconferencing, e-mail, chat, and digital
repositories.

3.3 Peerreflection group size

Concerning the group size, slightly less frequent were the groups with up to 30 members (big groups,
N=17) and the pairs (N=22), while the most common group size in the activities studied were the
medium groups (7-30 members, N=29) and the small groups (3-6 members, N = 26). Less often,
activities included interaction in groups with different sizes, combining pairs and small groups (N=5),
medium and big groups (N=3), and small and medium groups (N=2).

3.4 Typologies of peer reflection activities in teacher education

To explore whether the three characteristics are combined to form certain typologies of peer
reflection activities, we initially sought statistically significant correlations among the three variables.
Chi-squared test results indicated statistically very significant correlations between all the pairs of
variables (see Table 1), suggesting that all three characteristics of peer reflection activities are
connected.
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interaction processes group size <0.0001
environment group size =0.0013
interaction processes environment <0.0001

Table 1. Correlations between the interaction processes, environment and group size

We then proceeded to examine how the three characteristics might be interrelated, exploring
potential groupings through Latent Class Analysis. The optimal number of classes to fit the model was
defined as three classes (see Figure 1), that is, three broad types of peer reflection activities emerging
through combinations of the three characteristics. The Latent Class Analysis model yielded an Akaike
Information Criterion (AIC) of 707, a Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) of 776, and an entropy value
of 0.828, suggesting a reasonably fitting model with strong class separation.
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Figure 1. Latent Class Analysis Plot: Typologies of peer reflection activities in initial teacher education (Class 1: outcome-
driven activities, Class 2: exploration-driven activities, Class 3: community-driven activities)

The first class, in which most activities tend to gather (54.7%), included face-to-face activities, mostly
feedback and co-construction social processes, and groups with fewer members, especially pairs. The
activities in this class tend to focus on reflection outcomes, be it the output of reflective feedback, or an
artifact collaboratively created. Therefore, they could be characterized as “outcome-driven activities” The
other two classes, on the contrary, portray more process-oriented activities, performed in bigger groups
and often online. Specifically, the second class (25.8%) illustrated mainly activities performed in medium-
sized groups and online or blended learning environments, where the “social engagement” process is
prevalent denoting a focus on building connection among students to increase engagement in the
reflection process (community-driven activities). Finally, the third class (19.5%) tended to encompass
online peer reflection activities of exploration, performed in big groups (exploration-driven activities).
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4. Discussion

This systematic review attempted to explore the types of peer reflection activities in initial teacher
education. Specifically, we examined how different environments, group sizes, and interaction
processes are combined in peer activities designed to encourage student teachers’ reflection. Latent
Class Analysis indicated three distinct types of activities: outcome-driven, community-driven, and
exploration-driven peer reflection activities.

Outcome-driven activities were the most frequently reported category. Conducted in groups with fewer
members who interact face-to-face towards a reflective output, they may mirror a more traditional set
of reflection activities in teacher education. The reflective feedback permeates these activities, echoing
the first types of reflective interactions described in teacher education: those of a mentor teacher and
a mentee student teacher where the first provides feedback on the teaching practices of the second
(Zeichner & Liston, 2013). Along with feedback, the outcome-driven category also incorporated all the
activities with co-construction processes. Constructing meaning in collaboration with “others” is a
contemporary teaching methodology that has evolved alongside social technologies, utilizing various
online tools to facilitate the process (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2006). The co-construction activities of
our sample though were performed off-line, denoting a gap in making use of the technological
affordances provided, especially considering that co-authoring online tools were absent from all the
activities studied. Overall, results suggest that authors value face-to-face communication performed
in small groups for outcome-driven processes that entail feedback and intense negotiation of
meanings.

The promising prospects of technology were mainly used in the other two types of activities that
emerged through latent class analysis: community-driven and exploration-driven activities.
Community-driven activities prioritized strong connection bonds among peers so as to trigger social
motives that will in turn increase cognitive and emotional engagement. In this category, the social
engagement process was dominant and most of the blended reflection environments were observed.
This combination of characteristics aligns both with higher education’s aspiration to foster social
motives in learning (Xie, King & Luo, 2023), and with blended learning’s goal of extending engagement
beyond in-class interactions (Halverson & Graham, 2019). Exploration-driven activities, on the other
hand, were defined by the locus of control on student teachers regarding the type of peer interaction
that best suited their individualized needs. The opportunity for student teachers to navigate their own
reflection path resembles the principles of self-directed learning, in which students choose when and
how they will make use of their peer network to scaffold their learning process (Brookfield, 2009).
Exploration-driven activities were conducted mostly online in big groups, leveraging the affordances of
new technologies for access to a large pool of information and (peer) opinions. Besides, self-directed
learning, which we suggest pervades the activities of this class, is closely related to the deployment of
information and communication technologies (Seaton, 1993). In both community and exploration
activities, authors focused on the process that leads to reflection and took special care to reinforce it
through the sense of belonging to an online community and through opportunities to digitally navigate
among peers’ posted opinions and artifacts.

5. Concluding remarks

In conclusion, the results indicated a balance between outcome-driven and process-driven peer
reflection activities. The authors of the sample designed traditional offline environments to mediate
the reflective outcome of student teachers but also exploited the potential of technology for
community connection and self-directed exploration in order to improve the quality of the reflection
process. The present systematic review provides evidence that teacher education research uses new
technologies to host and explore alternative types of peer reflection activities (community-driven and
exploration-driven peer activities), suggesting that social technologies enrich teacher educators’
available tools toward more process-oriented peer reflection approaches.
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Abstract

Although the benefits of Assessment for Learning (AfL) are well recognized, its use remains limited
due to the prevailing dominance of summative assessment and insufficient teacher preparation. This
study explores how in-service professional development supports the adoption of formative,
student-centered assessment practices, based on the perceived changes reported by principals and
middle managers. Using data from 400 Italian schools, it examines the impact of training duration,
delivery method, trainer profile, and staff involvement. Findings indicate a perceived decline in the
use of numeric grades and increased implementation of feedback, rubrics, and self- and peer-
assessment—especially when training is sustained, involves high participation of school staff, and is
delivered through blended or online formats.
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1. Introduction

A sustainable and inclusive education system that promotes meaningful, lifelong learning—as
envisioned by UN SDG 4—recognizes the central role of learning assessment, particularly Assessment
for Learning (AfL), in fostering active engagement, self-regulation, and metacognitive skills in
students (Stiggins, 2005; Wiliam, 2011). Extensive research highlights AfL's positive impact on student
achievement, motivation, and self-efficacy. Meta-analyses confirm the effectiveness of formative
practices such as descriptive feedback (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Wisniewski et al., 2020) and self-
assessment (Panadero et al., 2017) in significantly enhancing learning outcomes (Klute et al., 2017;
Lee et al., 2020).

Despite its proven benefits, AfL implementation remains challenging. Barriers often stem from
entrenched professional identities and traditional assessment mindsets (Laveault & Allal, 2016;
Looney, 2017). Teachers who rely on summative approaches may lack a clear understanding of AfL
and find it difficult to reconcile the two paradigms (Berisha, 2024; Carless, 2005; Heitink, 2016).
Moreover, ambiguity about AfL's objectives can lead to superficial or inconsistent application in
classrooms (De Luca et al., 2012). The approach is also demanding it requires ongoing planning, data
collection, and personalized feedback—difficult to sustain, particularly in large classes (De Luca et al.,
2012; Andersson, 2018). Finally, limited professional knowledge and low self-efficacy further inhibit
teachers’ confidence in applying AfL effectively (Baidoo-Anu, 2023).

While professional development is widely recognized as crucial for the effective implementation of
AfL (De Luca, 2012), limited research has examined how training programs specifically address the
barriers that hinder its adoption. This gap is further complicated by significant variability in the design
and delivery of professional development initiatives, as well as by the lack of clear, shared definitions
of formative assessment—factors that reduce coherence and limit comparability across studies
(Pastore, 2023; Von Hagen, 2025). This study seeks to contribute to the field by investigating the
impact of Teacher Professional Development on teachers' assessment practices, with a focus on
transformative change—specifically, the shift from summative-oriented conceptions toward more
formative, inclusive, and learning-centered approaches.

2. Theoretical background

Teacher Professional Development (TPD)—structured learning activities aimed at enhancing
teachers’ skills, knowledge, and instructional practices—is widely recognized as a key driver of
educational quality and improved student outcomes (OECD, 2014; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
Understanding the factors that shape its effectiveness is therefore essential for informing policy and
designing impactful programs.

Effective teacher professional development (TPD) is defined as intentional, sustained learning that
results in measurable improvements in both teaching practices and student outcomes (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017; Sims et al., 2021). Research on TPD typically addresses multiple interconnected
domains, including teachers’ emotional engagement, knowledge acquisition, shifts in beliefs,
changes in instructional practices, and student achievement (Guskey, 2002; Desimone, 2009). Key
theoretical models emphasize the interdependence of these dimensions in facilitating teacher
change. Clarke and Hollingsworth’s (2002) Interconnected Model portrays this process as iterative
and dynamic, unfolding across four domains—personal, practice, consequence, and external—
through ongoing cycles of reflection and action. In contrast, Guskey (2002) proposes a more linear
progression, where changes in instructional practice lead to observable improvements in student
learning, which then prompt shifts in teachers’ beliefs.

Building on these frameworks, this study explores how TPD supports a shift from traditional
summative assessment to more formative, learning-oriented approaches (Nitko & Brookhart, 2014;
Harlen, 2007). At the core of this transition is Assessment for Learning (AfL), a constructivist model
that uses ongoing evidence to inform instruction and support student progress (Wiliam & Leahy, 2014;
Flérez & Sammons, 2013). AfL practices include co-defining learning goals and success criteria,
designing tasks that elicit rich evidence of understanding, and delivering feedback that promotes
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improvement (Wiliam, 2011; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). It also integrates peer and self-assessment to
strengthen students’ evaluative thinking, self-regulation, and motivation (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick,
2006; Van der Kleij et al., 2015).

Research has identified key design principles that underpin effective TPD, often described as “core
features” or “design elements” (Desimone, 2009; Sims & Fletcher-Wood, 2021; Richter, 2024). These
include a strong content focus, active and collaborative learning aligned with adult learning theory,
modeling of effective practices, expert support, feedback and reflection opportunities, and alignment
between theory and classroom application. Additional components such as clarity, practical
relevance, cognitive activation, structured goal setting, and support for planning and monitoring have
been shown to foster meaningful and sustained teacher learning (Timperley et al., 2007; Richter,
2024). The mode of delivery has become a key factor in TPD effectiveness, especially with the rapid
growth of digital learning accelerated by COVID-19. Online and blended professional development
(oTPD) offer more flexible, scalable models. Early studies show positive effects on teacher motivation,
self-efficacy, and student learning (Stavermann, 2025), but research has lagged behind this
expansion, highlighting the need for clearer design guidelines and evidence-based strategies (Lay,
2020).

3. Methodology

The study is framed around the central research question: How do in-service teacher professional
development programs influence the implementation of AfL practices? To address this, three sub-
guestions guide the inquiry: (1) To what extent do PD programs promote a shift from summative to
formative, student-centered assessment practices? (2) How do these programs impact the
enactment of core AfL strategies, such formative feedback or self and peer assessment? (3) Which
PD program characteristics—such as duration, delivery mode, trainer profiles, and active learning
components—are most strongly linked to meaningful changes in assessment practices?

Aligned with the goals of exploratory research, this study seeks to generate hypotheses, refine
conceptual frameworks, and inform future investigations (Stebbins, 2001; Swedberg, 2020). It
investigates changes in student assessment practices resulting from teacher professional
development initiatives independently implemented by Italian schools, capturing a variety of
intervention models. The study employed a convenience sample of approximately 1,500 schools from
the INDIRE Avanguardie Educative network—an association of institutions committed to pedagogical
innovation and continuous professional growth (Nardi et al.,, 2024). Though not statistically
representative, the sample was purposely selected for participants deeply engaged in school
innovation, ensuring rich and relevant data. The study targeted school leaders and middle managers—
such as department heads and assessment coordinators—as key informants, given their strategic
roles in driving innovation, managing change, and supporting teacher learning (Day et al., 2010;
Fullan, 2007; Avalos, 2011).

Data were collected online via a structured questionnaire on LimeSurvey between March and April
2023. Before full deployment, the questionnaire was pilot-tested with a small group of school leaders
to ensure clarity, relevance, and validity (Creswell, 2014). The survey comprised 30 closed-ended
questions organized into four sections: school context and features of training initiatives; training
objectives and perceived needs; impacts on teachers’ assessment literacy and practices; and self-
reported changes in formative assessment practices before and after training. Items addressed
training types (lectures, workshops, mentoring), delivery modes (in-person, online, blended), target
audiences (teachers, students, families), and training goals (enhancing formative feedback, self- and
peer-assessment, and validity of assessment tools).

Quantitative analysis combined descriptive and inferential methods to explore how PD affects school
assessment practices. Descriptive statistics summarized school profiles, training formats and
durations, trainer characteristics, and assessment strategies implemented pre- and post-training.
Inferential analysis employed Pearson’s Chi-square tests to examine associations between key
categorical variables, including school level (primary vs. secondary), training duration, delivery mode,
number of initiatives, teacher participation rates, trainer type, and assessment practices such as
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rubrics, feedback, self-assessment, and peer assessment. Data processing was conducted using
SPSS software.

4. Results

Out of 1,320 schools surveyed, 796 responded and 389 completed the questionnaire. The majority of
responses were provided by school principals (60%), followed by deputy heads (14%), assessment
coordinators (13.5%), and other middle management staff (12.5%). Over the three-year period
examined, 77.5% of the schools in the sample participated in at least one training session on student
learning assessment. Among these, 28% attended a single session, while 72% engaged in multiple
sessions; notably, 66% participated in three or more training courses. More than half of the schools
trained over half of their teaching staff, and more than a third of the institutions involved over 76% of
their teachers in the training.

ErS$F‘-5$f"l=.lI'II '-l-:lll{"l:.'
and raskakslity

imnpross formeativa
asmeszmenl

I sLifmATRA
assessment of
[ ring

TP Inkervention Mar Soal

Imeoross el and
R SRR

4 & &)

8

Perpartage (%)

Fig 1: Teacher Professional Development main goals.

Teacher development goals focus on improving assessment validity and reliability (71%),
strengthening formative strategies (63%), refining summative approaches (31%), and developing self-
and peer-assessment (12%). Training duration varied, with 53% of schools offering sessions longer
than 10 hours. Blended learning was the most common format (52%), followed by fully online training
(37%), which was three times more frequent than face-to-face only (12%).

Trainers came from diverse institutional and professional backgrounds: university professors and
researchers (31%), in-service teachers from the same school (29%), expert teachers from other
schools (23%), and private agency trainers (20%). Additionally, 16% involved experienced teachers
from professional networks. Lecture-based instruction was most common (61%), followed by
workshops (50%) and action research (38%), highlighting a focus on reflective, practice-based
approaches. The trainer’s profile strongly influenced training strategies- Mentoring and tutoring were
overall less common (5%-7%) but tended to be associated with school-based trainers. (p = 0.003),
whereas lectures predominated when university professors led the training (p = 0.05).

To evaluate the perceived impact of the teacher training, respondents were asked to rate the
prevalence of selected learning assessment strategies using a four-point Likert scale: Not at all, A
little, To some extent, and A great extent. Figure 2 displays the aggregated percentages
corresponding to the “To some extent’ and ‘A great extent’ response categories.
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Fig. 2: Changes in Learning Assessment Strategies Before and After Participation in Professional Development

Overall, the data reveal clear shifts in assessment practices following the training. Summative tools
such as grades and grade averages declined sharply, with grades dropping from 76% to 27.6%—a
decrease of 48.4 percentage points. In contrast, formative and alternative strategies saw notable
increases: rubrics more than doubled (from 28.0% to 59.1%), feedback rose by 39 points, and self-
/peer assessment increased by 23 points. These trends indicate a move toward more formative,
reflective, and student-centered practices, and suggest an evolving balance between traditional and
innovative assessment approaches.

The study examined how training duration, delivery mode, and trainer profile relate to reported
changes in assessment practices, revealing statistically significant associations. Schools with
multiple training cycles showed a sharper decline in the use of numeric grades (from 34% to 8%, p =
0.015) and a corresponding increase in descriptive feedback (78%. p = 0.050). Additionally, a higher
proportion of trained teachers was linked to reduced use of numeric grades (from 43% to 28%, p =
0.046), suggesting that broader staff participation contributes to more formative assessment
approaches. The mode of training delivery appears to influence the extent to which certain
assessment practices are adopted or abandoned. With respect to the use of numeric grades in
ongoing assessment, schools that engaged in blended or online training reported a reduction of over
40% in their use, compared to only a 20% reduction among those that conducted face-to-face
training. Similarly, schools that participated in face-to-face training reported an increase of +25.5%
in the use of formative feedback, while those in blended and online formats showed greater gains:
+34.1% and +38.3%, respectively.

Although self-assessment (SA) and peer-assessment (PA) were goals in only 19 cases, they were
adopted by 93 schools (24%), suggesting TPD triggered broader reflective processes, making these
strategies secondary outcomes. Among these 93 schools, training mode significantly influenced
shifts, with blended learning used in 57% of SA/PA cases and fully online in 36.6%. In contrast, face-
to-face (F2F) formats accounted for only 6.4% of these cases—substantially lower than the 12%
recorded across all training initiatives. This pattern suggests a growing preference for flexible,
accessible learning environments that support innovative, participatory assessment approaches.
Differences also emerged based on trainer profile and audience composition: SA and PA were more
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often included in programs led by university-affiliated educators or in-school teachers. These findings
underscore the importance of delivery mode and training design in adopting reflective, student-
centered assessment. However, due to the small number of SA/PA cases in face-to-face training
(6.4% vs. 12% overall), it remains unclear if differences are statistically significant or reflect sample
size limits.

5. Conclusion

This study investigates how teacher professional development (TPD) impacts the adoption of
Assessment for Learning (AfL) across approximately 400 Italian schools, offering initial insights into
key factors that can enhance formative assessment training. The data indicate a pronounced shift
towards more formative, student-centered assessment practices following professional
development programs, with a significant reduction in the use of summative tools such as grades and
a marked increase in formative feedback, rubrics, and self- and peer-assessment. Research findings
hold particular significance in the Italian context, where the adoption of self- and peer-assessment
remains comparatively limited, with fewer than 30% of teachers employing these methods relative to
the 42% international average (OECD-TALIS, 2018; Agrusti, 2023).

The study shows that longer and multiple training sessions significantly enhance the adoption of
formative assessment. Schools with over 20 hours of training saw greater shifts from numeric grading
to descriptive feedback and student-centered methods. Broader teacher involvement is also linked
to stronger changes, aligning with Guskey’s (2002) view that effective professional development
involves gradual, collaborative change guided by clear goals and ongoing evaluation. Future research
should explore how these principles translate into lasting systemic improvements.

The study finds that blended and fully online professional development are more effective than face-
to-face training in promoting formative feedback and reducing numeric grading. Schools using digital
formats showed greater shifts toward student-centered assessment, including increased self- and
peer-assessment. These results align with evidence supporting the benefits of online learning in
teacher development (Lay, 2020; Stavermann, 2025).

The study’s generalizability is limited by a non-representative sample and reliance on school leaders’
perspectives rather than teachers’, underscoring the need for larger, teacher-centered research. The
sample, drawn mainly from innovative schools, introduces self-selection bias and limits its
representativeness of the broader Italian system. Nonetheless, it enables exploratory analysis across
diverse contexts and provides a valuable foundation for further investigation into how contextual
factors shape outcomes. Given the current scarcity of research on the role of context—such as school
environment and teacher motivation—in influencing professional development effectiveness (Lay et
al., 2020; Stavermann, 2025), future studies should specifically address these gaps to deepen
understanding and inform more tailored interventions.
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1. Critical-creative skills: the current debate

The development of transversal skills, including critical-creative ones, is at the centre of a lively and
heated debate that asserts their importance and relevance at an international level, particularly in
the education field (Chiosso, 2024, 2021; Heckman & Kautz, 2017; Schleicher, 2020). Practicing such
skills is urgent and central for the development of intellectual components (strictly "cognitive"), and,
especially, of socio-emotional and relational ones (Rimm-Kaufman & Hulleman, 2015). These "non-
cognitive" components enable the individual to consciously and generatively face both complex
personal challenges and those global challenges characterized by an unprecedented impact on the
near future of humanity and the planet. In particular, among the main challenges, the social,
ecological, and technological ones stand out (Pileggi, 2024). In light of their scope, they require from
human beings a critical, conscious, and responsible management and orientation, which is possible
through the promotion and exercise of those transversal or "non-cognitive" skills. It especially refers
to young people, who will be called upon to personally manage the changes arising from challenging
scenarios with critical and creative tools, along with their risks and potentials. These transversal skills
require intentional and early training (Kautz et al., 2014), as they are not innately and instinctively
exercised by humans, but, instead, they must be awakened and developed through significant and
motivating educational practices, to be planned and carried out in a systematic and coordinated way
(Maccarini, 2021).

Studies on current global challenges (Ceruti & Bellusci, 2023) emphasize the importance of such
skills, including problem solving (WHO, 1994), resilience (Luthans, Youssef & Avolio, 2007),
entrepreneurship (EU, 2018), conscientiousness (OECD, 2014), and collaboration (P21, 2015), to better
manage the associated problems and opportunities. They present a crucial critical-creative
component, which in such studies is referred to as the ability to distinguish the problematic aspects
and potential opportunities of challenges (critical component), and to act in an enterprising and
innovative way, finding new paths (creative component).

Despite the current theoretical-conceptual reference models frequently refer to the critical-creative
component of skills, they present a varied and nebulous scenario, characterized by multiple and
differing perspectives.

In order to clarify the current spectrum of the main models of critical-creative transversal skills in the
educational debate, this work aims to present a reconstruction based on a critical analysis structured
into three main categories: the epistemological paradigm that establishes and supports each model,
the types of critical-creative skills associated with them, and the training practices for promoting
and practicing such skills in schools. Within this framework, it is possible to categorize transversal
skills into three main theoretical-conceptual models: life skills, character skills, and soft skills.

2. The Life skills model

The "life skills" model can be reconstructed from the setting provided by the World Health Organization
(WHO) and the studies on the theory of salutogenesis of Antonovsky (1979). Since the 1990s, such studies
have recognized the importance for the individual's health of the personal skills and resources that an
individual uses to manage challenging situations and experiences in the most effective way.

The internationally widespread approaches aimed at promoting and practicing life skills in new
generations are predominantly of a psychological-sociological nature, referring in their main
purposes to "Positive Psychology" (Seligman, 2002) and "Positive Youth Development” (Arnold &
Gagnon, 2020). Within this framework, developing life skills in the process of training new generations
becomes crucial in enabling them to build and determine their own well-being independently through
the promotion of correct lifestyles (Moffitt et al., 2011) and practices. These practices have an impact
on self-awareness, which concerns one's own paths, first educational and later professional
(Sanchez-Hernando et al., 2022), with the aim to fully and positively integrate the individual into
society (Hoffman, 2006).
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Although the effectiveness of training practices aimed at the exercise of life skills emerges, as
demonstrated by the literature and empirical studies in this field (Taylor et al., 2017), there are still
areas of problematic issues that are mainly related to the epistemological paradigm, which frames
this skills model and its training methods.

It is a paradigm originally produced within the psycho-social and health sciences, and it
predominantly values the biological-physiological aspects of the human being and their functional
adaptation to the needs of society. Since it promotes the personal psycho-social care concerning the
biological sphere of the individual's life in terms of "development” in a deterministic and naturalistic
sense (Ndetei et al., 2019), it serves as a background for educational experiences concerning risk and
protective factors that, although fundamental for educating individuals in their entirety, remain
partial.

3. The Character skills model

Given the broad framework of international and national studies mainly related to the psycho-
economic and sociological areas (Maccarini, 2021; Folloni & Vittadini, 2016), "character skills" derive
from studies on the human capital theory of Gary Becker (1964), John Whitefield Kendrick (1976) and
Theodore William Schultz (1971), and to the studies of the economist and statistician James
Heckman (2014, 2017). He defines "character” as the set of global and interconnected aspects that
characterize the indivisible and unrepeatable profile of each human being. Character skills are
promoted in light of the idea that the school system does not develop only the individual’s “cognitive”
sphere related to learning, but particularly focuses on the “character”, that is to say, the set of flexible
traits and states developed through training practices intentionally planned.

The multiple potential benefits of an early and universal promotion of such skills in new generations
show positive effects mainly within the educational-professional sphere of the individuals’ life,
impacting their motivational factor (Fedeli & Munaro, 2022) and their social life. The increase in
productivity following the development of such skills in students also has long-term positive effects
on the overall coexistence of the country's individuals (Poggi, 2021), highlighting how investing in the
human capital of each member of society can effectively improve economic well-being in its entirety.
Despite this, it is possible to identify two main areas of problematic issues of the theoretical-
conceptual paradigm that represents the basis of this model.

The first problematic area mainly concerns the human capital theory, which, by emphasizing the link
between personal choice and the overall amount of the worker’s innate and developed skills, focuses
on the individual's ability to produce and generate income. There are few but reliable studies (Lanzi,
2007; Walker, 2012) that highlight a possible relation between the concept of human capital and that
of internal capabilities of the philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2011), emphasizing the potential role of
skills in the citizen’s life to improve critical, empathetic and deliberative abilities. However, as this
theoretical relation is not explicitly shown in current models and practices of character skills, we only
have a theory offering a limited picture of the human being. On one hand, the human being seems to
have a set of powerful means at his disposal to successfully emerge in the realms of personal life; on
the other hand, the typically human ability to give meaning to reality, carving out that space of full
freedom to interpret and judge one's own life experience, is not sufficiently valued.

The second area of concern emphasizes the importance of an ethical-value orientation for character
skills so that they can preserve and enhance a fully human meaning in the subject itself and in
relation with others (Maccarini, 2021). Such a model needs specific attention to the dimensions of
ethical-value-based actions that need to be awakened and promoted especially in new generations
to develop a conscious and responsible approach towards reality (Yang, Chan & Ma, 2020).
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4. The Soft skills model

The "soft skills” model, from a first analysis of the underlying theoretical-conceptual frameworks, is
characterized by a set of multiple nebulous and problematic epistemological perspectives. In fact, itis
not possible to systematize and link all these perspectives to a paradigm with an easily identifiable
matrix and definition (lannotta & Scarano, 2023). The term "soft skills" is indeed a very broad concept,
generally encompassing all the knowledge, abilities, skills, approaches, and professional and personal
traits that are "transferable" to different activities. Both in the epistemological and semantic case, it
concerns a breadth of perspectives that results from the corporate and industrial professional training
field within which the definition of soft skills was born and developed. This field is characterized by
dynamism, challenges, and changes that contribute to shaping the complex work behaviour of
individuals in current societies (Biasi, Caggiano & Ciraci, 2019). Therefore, the development of "soft
skills", alongside "hard skills" (i.e., the specific technical-scientific competencies), has long been
required, as they are equally necessary and relevant in order to understand and successfully adapt to
the demands of the work environment.

However, bearing in mind this problematic background, it is still possible to propose the reconstruction
of three theoretical-conceptual paradigms that are the basis of the soft skills model: the behaviourist
paradigm, the cognitive-constructivist paradigm and the “virtue” paradigm.

In its main studies, the first paradigm refers to (Cimatti, 2016; Giancol & Viteritti, 2019) a behaviourist
epistemological matrix, mainly attributable to the thoughts of Edward Tolman (1948); Clark Hull (1952);
Burrhus Frederic Skinner (1953); Robert White (1959) and Edward Jones (1989). Within this paradigm,
soft skills are interpreted as those skills necessary to face the high level of competition in the
workplace, which requires individuals to constantly improve their "employability" (Albanese, 2021).
Among these skills, in particular, there are two main dimensions: career management skills (ELGPN,
2015), which contribute to the construction and update of the individual's professionalism, and one’s
own social competences and social skills that promote teamwork, communication, listening,
negotiation, and networking (Cimatti, 2016).

The second paradigm is represented by studies with a cognitivist-constructivist nature (Altinay Aksal,
Altinay Gazi & Isman, 2008; Savickas, 2014) that draw particular attention to Lev Seménovi¢ Vygotskij
(1974) and Jerome Bruner (1990), recontextualizing them. The main focus of this field of study is that
mental process that is not immediately observable and measurable, which underlies the individuals’
performance, enabling them to act in various circumstances with a strong conceptual and operational
mastery of the knowledge acquired over time (Mangano, 2014). It is the component of thought that
helps the process of defining and constructing the individuals’ professional identity (Benadusi & Molina,
2018). This construction of the self has a first development in personal reflection and, subsequently, in
the elaboration and co-construction of knowledge with others, developing in the individual an
exploratory and critical thought about one’s own experience and the shared culture.

The third epistemological paradigm belongs to the framework of the Aristotelian virtue ethics theory
(Etica Nicomachea, I-VI), intersecting with the current perspective of the development in the human
being of the value-based decision making (Grzadziel, 2014; Pike & Lickona, 2021) that results from the
studies of Jean Piaget (1972) and Lawrence Kohlberg (1969). In this paradigm, the exercise of
intellectual and moral virtues is the core purpose of training soft skills in new generations (La Marca,
2019; Pellerey, 2017), as they give the individual the chance to question the meaning of reality,
providing a personal perspective and making life choices in a responsible and authentic way. Through
the developed skills, the individual is able to read and anticipate positive or negative signals coming
from the outside and then act intentionally towards their personal growth.
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5. Problematic areas transversal to the three critical-creative skills models

Based on the deconstruction of the main models for critical-creative skills, in the current scenario it
is possible to highlight five areas of problematic issues that frequently appear in them in a transversal
way.

- Thefirst area concerns the concept of the individual that emerges from current perspectives,
which place more focus on the productivity element at the expense of the more human
dimensions (Baldacci, 2019).

- The second area refers to the concept of skills that is revealed, with adaptability being given
more value than the socio-economic demands (Apergis & Apergis, 2020).

- The third area concerns the concept of the critical-creative part of skills, which shows a
tendency towards short-term objectives, defined and pursued in a predominantly
individualistic way (P21, 2015). The dimension of the critic is actually promoted as productive
thinking compared to "theoretical" elaboration, and the creative aspect is understood as the
resolution of specific problems and self-organization, flexibility, and adaptability to changing
circumstances and new constraints (Cocco, 2018).

- The fourth one refers to the nebulousness of the concept of the paradigm underlying the idea
of the individual to be formed and the skills themselves, reporting internal contradictions
within the same models at both the interpretative level of current studies and the basis of the
underlying perspectives (Tammaro & lannotta, 2023).

- The fifth area concerns the practices and training processes aimed at the exercise of skills,
which still shows problematic issues related to the intervention methods, the planning and
structural elements of the activities, and the evaluation system adopted (Jacobs & Wright,
2021).

Current paradigms predominantly focus on the logical-cognitive and rational dimension of the
human being at the expense of its sensitive dimension; but, for a comprehensive development of the
subject, it is necessary to work on both dimensions. Therefore, the encounter with culture can be the
privileged space where the sentimental part of the individual can be performed, promoting a critical-
creative understanding of reality that is not purely "cognitive”. It indeed allows individuals to discern
and deeply research into the intimate core of their experience and reality, forming the human person
to be in touch with their own feelings and enabling them to bring their uniqueness to transform it in
a "new" way (Arendt, 1958).
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1. Introduction

In a time when many countries within Europe and beyond are experiencing serious problems keeping
newly qualified teachers in the public education system (European Commission, 2023), it is important
to understand what factors affect the development of trainee teachers during the most crucial period
of their training: their teaching practice (Heinz, 2024). At the centre of their experience during their
practice lies their relationship with their mentor teacher, the nature of which has a determining
influence on their ability to successfully develop a teaching identity for themselves and may also play
a decisive role in their decision on whether to remain in the profession beyond the completion of their
degree. Given the importance of this relationship it seems worth investigating it in more detail.

The present paper draws on data from one phase of an ongoing research project investigating the
experience of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teacher trainees in Hungary. The first phase of the
project involved 13 trainees doing their teaching practice during the Covid-19 pandemic (Prescott-
Pickup, 2023). In the second phase the experiences of 33 trainees who were graduating in the
summer of 2023 were investigated. Both studies used video-recorded in-depth qualitative interviews
based on an interview guide (Patton, 2014). This paper seeks to describe the trainees’ relationships
with their mentors in order to identify those characteristics most associated with success or failure
in the functioning of this vital partnership, and also to see how the nature of the relationship between
mentor and mentee might affect the trainees’ thinking about themselves as teachers. Specific
problems which can lead to breakdown in the relationship will be highlighted, as well as the
characteristics of successful relationships. It is hoped that the findings may be useful to both future
mentors and to teacher educators generally.

In the last few decades pre-service teacher training in tertiary institutions around the world took a
so-called “practice turn” (Reid, 2011) promoted by institutions such as the Council of the European
Union (2014) and the OECD (2019). This has resulted in much closer partnerships between university
training programmes and public schools with an emphasis on pre-service training done in schools.
The focus of mentoring has therefore shifted from the university to the school, with the figure of the
in-school mentor taking on an increased significance. The job of the mentor in school-based
practicums has been conceptualized in various ways with earlier models taking the lead from the
world of management. The situational leadership model of Bailey (2006) places the onus on the
leadership behaviour of the supervisor fostering the individual development of the trainee, but a more
holistic model has been advanced recently. Malderez (2024), an experienced mentor trainer familiar
with the Hungarian context, identifies five key aspects of the mentor’s role, which extend well beyond
the purely technical side of teaching. In the Support role the mentor supports the mentee as a person;
in the Acculturator role the mentor helps the mentee adjust to the culture of the school and the
profession in general; in the role of a Model the mentor acts as a professional example; in the Sponsor
role the mentor helps the mentee through providing knowledge or contacts; and in the Educator role
the mentor helps the mentee to learn and learn how to learn to be a teacher. While the aim of the
present research is to construct meaning from the trainees’ point of view rather than to test
hypotheses, such an in-depth view of the mentor-mentee relationship serves as a useful point of
comparison.

Before describing the research in detail, it is important to briefly touch on the current situation of the
public education system in which the trainees did their practice. The trend within public education in
Hungary has been one of growing teacher shortages in many subjects (Juhasz, 2021) and a rising
average age of the teaching population (Eurydice, 2023). The shortage of teachers means that pre-
service teachers are sometimes employed by schools to give lessons while they are also doing their
practice. This applied to seven of the participants and the status of such trainees within their schools
is obviously somewhat complicated.

On top of these problems, there is a stark divide in the country between schools in different regions
in terms of resources, particularly with regard to access to digital technology (Huszti, 2020), and this
became impossible to ignore during the enforced lockdowns caused by the Covid 19 pandemic (Czifra
et al., 2021). Furthermore, in 2023 the Hungarian government announced a new law, named the
Status Law (Magyar K6zl6ny,2023), which changed the legal status of teachers from public servants
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to employees and imposed a number of extra duties upon them (TASZ, 2023). This led to a number of
protests, resignations and sackings in schools around the country. The effect on teacher morale and
also on the public image of teachers was mentioned several times by the participants in this study.

2. Research design

In the spring semester of 2023, all 133 graduating English as a foreign language (EFL) teacher trainees
in a large Hungarian university were contacted by email and 33 agreed to be interviewed. The
interviews were done on Teams and video-recorded with the participants’ permission (a single
interview was done face-to-face and audio recorded) from June to September. An interview guide as
described by Patton (2014) with five main foci (general introductory questions, your story as a trainee,
your experience during your long and short teaching practice, your intentions for the future, your
feelings about the public education system) was used and further refined after the first few
interviews. The interviews were transcribed automatically on Teams and then checked for accuracy
using the video recordings. They ranged from 25 minutes to around 80 minutes.

A thematic coding approach (Saldana 2021) was used to analyse the interviews. The transcriptions
were coded for patterns and then descriptive categories were built using an extended phrase or
sentence as category label (Saldana 2021 p. 258). In this paper only those categories relevant to the
trainees’ relationships with their mentors will be discussed.

In the next section, data extracts from the interviews will be coded according to the order in which
they occurred, so TT1 refers to the first trainee teacher to be interviewed, and page numbers refer to
the interview transcript.

3. Results and discussion

Before examining the relevant categories, a brief description of the participants’ training is necessary.
All of the participants had completed a six-year MA training programme in which the whole of the final
year is spent in a school, usually a public secondary school in the place where the trainee is living. In
several cases this was the school they themselves attended as students. Before this two-semester
long practicum, each participant had completed a short teaching practice (STP) in each of their
chosen subjects, English and another subject, in a practice school affiliated to the university for the
purpose. The trainees had to teach 15 lessons under the guidance of a qualified mentor. In their long
teaching practice (LTP) they also had mentor teachers for their two subjects. Table 1 below shows the
second subjects of all the interviewed trainees.

Hungarian | History | German | French | Media | ltalian | Biology | Music | Russian
Trainee 3.5.8,9, 7,10, 1,2,18, 4,13, | 16,17, | 23,30 6 21 28

1,12, 15, 19, 22, 25,32 14, 29 20
26,27, 33 24, 31

Table 1: The other major of the trainees (in addition to EFL).
Note: Each teacher trainee is numbered according to the order in which they were interviewed.

The first thing to say about the experience of the trainees is that in nearly all cases it was mixed. Most
of the trainees had both good and bad experiences; however, only three reported that they had only
good relationships with their mentors. Those trainees who enjoyed good relationships were very much
aware that this was not always the case: “I got great mentors, which is very lucky because some
people really are not that lucky” (TT9, p. 3, talking about her STP mentors). The following two quotes
illustrate what can be thought of as two extremes on the range of possibilities: “I think my mentor
teacher in History was the ideal one for me because she always wanted me to bring in my own ideas”
(TT31); “And | also told her | don't want her to come to my lessons ever again because it's not helping
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me. It's the opposite, and she didn't want to accept it” (TT18). In between these two extremes there
were many examples of good and bad relationships. In the next section, the category describing the
causes of bad relationships will be described.

3.1The causes of bad mentor-mentee relationships
Three main subcategories emerged from the trainees’ discussion of problematic relationships with
their mentors. Each of these will be described in turn.

3.1.1 The mentor’s need for control
Being forced to teach in the same way as their mentor teacher was mentioned by several trainees
and it was something they found very frustrating:

«My mentor teacher was very dominating, she exactly told me what to teach and she called me on the phone
and she was telling me literally hours and hours that what do | have to say during the lesson. And she
expected the frontal lessons» (TT3, p. 4).

Even though she appreciated her STP History mentor as a teacher, Trainee 7 also felt like she was “not
on the same page” (p. 4) with her and that “she tried to push her ways of doing things on me” (p. 4).
Talking about her French LTP mentor, Trainee 4 said “I felt like he was very bothered with the fact that
someone was interfering” (p. 10) and she thought that their different teaching styles was the cause:
“This was his thing, and suddenly there was comparison” (p. 10). In a similar way, trainee 28 was told
by her English LTP mentor, “please don't ruin my class. Please don’t ruin the rules I've made for them
or the habits I've made for them” (p. 9), and this upset her: “I had to do everything as | was told and |
felt some things really bothering me” (p. 9).

Another way in which the mentor’s need for control could affect trainees was not allowing them to
teach alone. Both trainees ? and 31 experienced mentors in their LTP who sat in on all their lessons.
Trainee 9 asked her English mentor to let her teach alone but “he insisted on coming in and didn’t get
the message that | was not comfortable” (p. 5). For trainee 31, her Hungarian mentor told her what to
teach and how, and “she just always wanted to be there somewhere, and she even interrupted my
lessons sometimes” (p. 10). Unsurprisingly, this had a humiliating effect on her: “I felt so little” (p. 10).
Being tightly controlled by their mentors prevented trainees from trying things out for themselves
and developing their own teaching style. The freedom to experiment was one of the things they most
valued in a mentor relationship, as will be seen.

3.1.2 Criticism that hurts face

While trainees valued constructive feedback, for example, trainee 33 appreciated the help of her STP
Hungarian mentor: “he was really good at giving constructive criticism” (p. 5), being given only
criticism was something that did not help them. Trainee 27 felt that she only received negative
feedback during her English STP: “I want to get some positive feedback as well so | can have some
motivation and go on and this never happened” (p. 7).

Being criticized in front of their students by their mentor could be even more damaging. Trainee 2 had
a bad relationship with her LTP mentor in English: “I did not like my mentorteacher that much because
she (pauses) she wasn't that supportive and she talked badly about me in front of my students.” This
disturbed her enough to report it to her university teachers, and although she had already decided
that she would not be a high school teacher, it seems likely that this experience only reinforced her
decision.

Trainee 29 had the same experience with her French LTP mentor and it was connected to wanting the
trainee to teach in her way. She felt it was “kind of embarrassing in front of the kids” (p. 5) but “l could
fight the lion” (p. 5), a metaphor which she used to describe how she dealt with her fears about
teaching French.

A special case was that of trainee 18, who did her STP and LTP in the same school and was also
employed to teach German to four groups when a full-time teacher left abruptly. The relationship with
her mentor had started well in her STP but when she started teaching more groups than her mentor,
the relationship changed. The trainee felt that her mentor “tried to sabotage my, | don't know, my
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teaching practice” (p. 7), and the criticism she received extended to the other German teachers at the
school, causing her to doubt her abilities: “sometimes | was just so confused because | had no idea
whether | was so bad at German” (p. 6). After a difficult four-month period, the stress from which led
to health problems, the situation was resolved with the support of her head teacher at the school.
This demonstrates the difficult conditions in which many of the trainees found themselves because
of the tensions within the education system. Trainees who are also paid teachers in a school have a
dual identity which can lead to problems with their colleagues and threaten their professional
development.

3.1.3 Not feeling supported

Several of the trainees reported feeling that they did not receive enough help from their mentors,
particularly during the LTP. For example, trainee 16 reported having to hunt down her English mentor
teacher: “at the beginning of the year, | had to chase her because she didn't want to deal with me”
(p. 7). Trainee 24 did not feel supported by either of her LTP mentors: “I could feel that they are not
interested in my work and they are not mentoring ... but it was just like doing the things, so the needed
things. They signed my papers and so it was not so improving” (p. 10).

Altogether 13 trainees mentioned not getting enough support from one or more of their mentors. This
could lead to trainees feeling overwhelmed and unable to cope, damaging their self-confidence.

3.2 The characteristics of good mentor-mentee relationships
Only three subcategories will be described relating to positive mentor-mentee relationships, but
these were the three clearest to emerge from the data.

3.2.1 Getting meaningful support

All the trainees appreciated getting support, but in particular they appreciated useful feedback that
helped them with their teaching. Trainee 33 has already been mentioned. Trainee 11 struggled with
discipline in one English group in her LTP and used a psychological trick her mentor suggested: “it was
my mentor teacher who helped me with this. So she had this idea, this coloring thing” (p. 3). Trainee
21 was also given some techniques to help her control her English class by her mentor in her STP.
Trainee 1 felt she had been given good practical support by her English STP mentor: “We managed to
work together very, very well. He managed to really show me the ropes of how it is to be done” (p. 4).
Trainees also appreciated their mentor giving them moral support when they needed it. Trainee 23
mentioned that her LTP Italian mentor “supported me during my difficult periods that | had from time
to time” (p. 4). and trainee 25 noted that while her German mentor focused on teaching matters, her
English mentor concentrated more on her wellbeing during her LTP. Trainee 31 had a very close
relationship with her LTP History mentor, who encouraged her to experiment but also supported her
emotionally: “So she asked me every day, how do | feel, am | too tired to teach this class today, and
she even visited me in my home and she brought me some chocolate when | felt low” (p. 11).

3.2.2 Being given the chance to experiment

The chance to try out their own ideas was something that nearly all the trainees mentioned as being
important for them. It was highly appreciated by trainees who experienced it, but it was also
frequently mentioned as being a vital characteristic of a good mentor: “they shouldn't just, like, stick
to their old or own ideas, but they should let the teacher trainee experiment and try out new things”
(Trainee 32, p.11).

Finding out for themselves what works and what does not is a vital step in the development of any
learner, and this is no less true for teaching. Trainee 5 talking about her LTP mentors: “They also gave
me freedom and autonomy in my decisions and it meant a lot to me that they trusted me with this” (p.
8). Trainee 21 said her LTP mentors “let me try my own ideas. My creative ideas and, and | appreciated
that” (p. 5). and many others echoed the sentiment.

3.2.3 Being treated as a colleague
Another important subcategory was the impact that being treated as a colleague by their mentors
had on the trainees. Psychologically it was very important for them to be acknowledged as a fellow
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practitioner and this emerged strongly in the data for those trainees who experienced it and also as a
quality of the ideal mentor: “a good mentor teacher is someone who kind of treats you as a colleague”
(Trainee 12, p. 7)

Trainee 5 mentioned that many teachers in her LTP treated her as a colleague: “and that not only felt
good, but also helped me, you know, take on this teacher role, which was difficult for me at the
beginning” (p. 8). Trainee 28 appreciated that she could work together with her Russian mentor in her
LTP as opposed to being tightly controlled by her English mentor.

The reception of the school in general was important for many trainees. Trainee 15 found it difficult to
balance her multiple identities of trainee teacher, paid lesson giver and former student in her LTP
school: “it was first hard to find a balance between being an, almost a colleague and a real, real
colleague and still a trainee and a former student” (p. 6). However, “the other colleagues helped me to
settle down in this community” (p. 6). Trainee 33 in her LTP mentioned the same thing: “I really like the
atmosphere of the school because | felt like that the colleagues and the other teachers there looked
at us teacher trainees like we were also colleagues” (p. 6).

4. Conclusions

Of the 33 participants in this study, 18 had decided not to become a teacher in a public school, and
only three intended to be a teacher for more than the following year (the period needed to acquire full
teacher status). This underlines a fundamental problem in the Hungarian education system, a problem
which is shared across Europe. A recent report states that 35 countries in Europe face a shortage of
teachers and only three have a surplus (European Commission, 2021). The sample size in this research
is small, but given the current situation, the fact that so few of the participants intended to pursue
what they had been training to do for six years is highly concerning, as is the frequency of problematic
mentor-mentee relationships.

Given the need for more teachers to enter and remain in the profession for a sustained period, the
influence of mentor teachers during trainees’ practicums is crucial in allowing and encouraging
trainees to develop their own teaching identity and assisting them in becoming effective classroom
practitioners. While the difficult conditions for teachers in Hungary (the same report lists Hungary as
having the highest regulated teaching hours, 26) will continue to be a significant factor in trainees’
decision-making, creating a better quality of mentor-mentee relationship will undoubtedly have a
positive effect, and having a clearer understanding of the mentee’s point of view is an important step
towards that end.

Of course, in a short paper it is not possible to explore the richness of the data in great depth;
nevertheless, it is hoped that even these limited findings have the potential to help both parties be
more successful in their partnership, a partnership which is absolutely vital for the future of
education. It is also hoped that the present study will add to the growing literature on pre-service
training in many countries and begin to fill a gap in such research in the Hungarian system.
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Abstract

This paper aims to analyse poor academic performance of Albanian Pupils in PISA over the last two
decades in light of the reforms and legislative changes in the Albanian School System. The main
conclusion is that educational reforms in Albania have been frequent, unstudied and in response to
the immediate needs of the moment, without a clear vision. They have influenced, directly or
indirectly, the quality and number of those who choose to became teachers as well as in the quality
of learning in pre-university education. The Ministry of Education and Sports lacks any document,
strategy or study that analyses the factors that have negatively affected the academic
achievements of pupils in PISA, as an instrument that indicates the quality of education that
children receive in Albania.
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1. Introduction

PISA has become the principal source of data on the performance and quality of education
systems, as measured by student achievement outcomes, for the OECD indicators reports (Froese-
Germain, 2010). According to the OECD, one of the key features of PISA is progress monitoring,
while one of the indicators on the quality of politics is the oversight of student progress. Using
students’ assessment results to inform decision making must be part of educational strategy to
increase student achievement (Murnane et al, 2007).

Albania took part in the very first administration of PISA in 2000, and also of PISA 2009, 2012, 2015,
2018, 2022 (OECD, 2024). In total, during the period of 2009-2022, Albania has been part of this
external evaluation six times (Fig. 1). According to the obtained data, in 2022 year, 6 129 students
from 274 schools completed the assessment in mathematics, reading or science, thus representing
about 28 400 of 15-year-old students (21,58 % of the total population of 15-year-olds); average
results of 2022 were lower compared to those of 2018 in mathematics, reading and science (OECD,
Albania, fact sheets). In the span of 22 years, Albanian students’ score in maths have taken steps
backwards - the results were down by 13 points, while in science the scores are exactly the same. If
there is any room for consolation, after 22 years the reading results are only 8 points higher.

ALBANIA: PISA Results through years
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Figure 1: Albania: PISA results through years.

The data reveals a persistent trend of low achievement among Albanian students. Also, different
documents, produced by or under surveillance of Ministry of Education and Sport (MoES), state the
same situation: in PISA 2012 Albanian pupils scored lower than pupils from any European and Asian
country (Wort et al, 2019); The International Program on Students’ Evaluation that comprises one of
the most prestigious international studies on the measurement of students’ academic performance
demonstrated that the results were rather low (MoES, 2008).

2. Methodology

The paper employs a mixed-methods approach. The qualitative method utilizes document review to
analyse the structure of basic education, external evaluation systems to assess teacher and
principal performance, and financial models of intervention. The quantitative method investigates
the average grade (AG) of upper secondary school of a sample of 36 students & candidate students
in Bachelor for preschool teaching at X University, which compares the number of candidates with
the number of actual students’ attendees for two consecutive years. This method is used to
analyse the quality of students that have chosen to study teaching in an institution of higher
education named as X, for ethical reason.
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The study ensures that the information collected and used does not contain any identifiable
personal data, for ethical reasons.

Research questions

What are some of the educational reforms introduced during the period 2000-20227?
What role do those educational reforms play in the quality of learning in Albania?
Have low PISA results influenced the policies of Albanian stakeholders?

2.1 Qualitative method

Structural reforms of basic education

On national level, one of the most important political reforms, upon the transition from communism
to the post-communism, was free movement which lead to massive migration of rural population to
urban centers. This migration made schools overcrowded, particularly in Tirana, where gymnasiums
faced severe space limitations, sometimes accommodating more than 52 students/class.
According to the MoES (2008), general secondary education continues to experience
infrastructure-related problems such as overcrowded classrooms in urban areas with significant
demographic impact. To address the overcrowded conditions in upper secondary schools, the pre-
university education system was restructured (Table 1).

Period Structure Reforms, years - based, of pre-university system

until 2012 year Primary education lasts for 4 years (grades I-1V); lower secondary education lasts for

Law No 7952, date 4 years (grades V-VIII); upper secondary education, typically lasts for 4 years (in the

21 June 1995 case of part-time education or evening education, the duration is extended to 5
years).

2012-2015 Primary education lasts for 6 years (grades |-VI); lower secondary education lasts for

Law No. 69/2012 3 years (grades VII-IX); upper secondary education, typically lasts for 3 years
(gymnasium) including grades X-XII.

2015 - until now Primary education lasts for 5 years (grades I-V); lower secondary education lasts for 4

Law No. 69/2012 years (grades VI-IX); upper secondary education, typically lasts for 3 years
(gymnasium) including grades X-XII.

Table 1:Pre-university education and structure reforms.

Reform on admission of students in higher education

The process of student admission to public and private HEls is centralized and overseen by the
Council of Ministers. Each year, the Council of Ministers decides on the minimum AG required for
admission to universities. This AG is calculated as the simple average of annual final grades in all
subjects over the course of upper secondary education and Grades from the State Matura exams. In
addition to the general AG criterion, some HEI may require students who apply to certain programs
(such as medicine or architecture) to take an entrance examination. For the study programs
bachelor in teaching, all Albanian HEIs apply only the AG criterion for admission. This is primarily
due to the declining number of young people who chose to become teachers.

During 2018-2021, there were 2 decisions made by the Council of Ministers regarding the minimum
AG required for admission to teacher bachelor programs. For the 2018-2019, the minimum AG
required for admission to a teacher’s study program was set at 7 out of 10; for the 2020-2021, this
minimum AG was increased to 7.5. However, the latter decision comes with a caveat emptor:
individuals can be accepted into the bachelor’'s program with a minimum AG of 6.5. It's important to
note that this exception applies only if the individual does not opt for a Master’s program that leads
to teacher’s graduation (Table 2).
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Period Reform of admission at university teaching study programs based on
AG

Academic year: 2018 -2019 Point 3. For candidates who apply to be admitted to study programs

Decision of Ministerial Council, in the field of teaching, for the academic year 2018-2019, the AG

No. 216, 20.4.2018 for accepting calculated, according to this decision, should be 7.
students in HEI

Academic year: 2020 -2021 Article 1, point c: In the bachelor's study programs that give access to
Decision of Ministerial Council, the second cycle “Master's” programs in the field of teaching, the AG
No. 436, 3.6. 2020, for accepting  of upper secondary school must be 7.5. Rule no. 3: For those who
students in HEI intend to become teachers, the admission AG in these branches will

continue to be 7.5, but for other students who intend to continue
studies for another profession such as translator, psychologist, social
worker, Cicero, historian, geographer, etc., this acceptance AG must
be at least 6.5. Those who will apply to these study programs will be
provided by the Educational Services Center with a special
matriculation number, which does not allow them to follow the
second cycle master's programs in the field of teaching.

Note: This decision, indirectly, does not impact individuals choosing to pursue teaching in preschool, as

per the law, which mandates that teaching in preschool requires studies only at the Bachelor's level.

Table 2: Upper High Education AG required for admission to Bachelor study programs in teaching.

Professional development policy for teachers and principals in service

According to the Law No. 69/2012 (LAW), teachers and principals must be trained at least 3
days/year; trainings must be organised according to the “demand-offer” system, based on the
demands of educational institutions and offers from training agencies that can be public or private,
and accredited by the MoES. State responsibility to provide professional development for teachers
in service is represented by local educational offices. Durrés is one of the main urban centres in
Albania and has 53 basic schools, out of which 21 are located in city and 31 others in the villages
(Durrési, Local Educational Offices, 2023). Organization of the Local Office of Durrés that is up to
the level of Regional Educational Directorate and covers a wide geographical area has only 9
employees (Order No. 234, Date 19.4.2019). Individual responsibility for professional development,
based on the “demand-offer” system has a price in labour market: 1 credit=10 to 20 euros. Almost all
HEIs provide such courses, which are designed in compliance with the human resources and
economic benefits of the HEls, not of the needs of an individual teacher or of a school as a whole.
But, actually, there is an increased emphasis on school leaders. Based on the LAW, operates the
Center for School Leadership (CSL). Since October 2018, CSL functions as an independent structure
in terms of administration, information, and training programs management. Until 2018, a person
without a master’s degree in education from a HEI found it very difficult to be employed as a school
principal, especially in upper secondary education level. Since 2018, everyone (in-service, both
principals and teachers) is invited to apply for a training: One of the main tasks of CSL is to develop,
lead and monitor the process of initial training for in-service principals/ vice- principals and aspiring
principals.

External evaluation systems to assess teachers and principal’s performance

External evaluation is used in school systems to gain insight on how to succeed. External evaluation
in teaching profession takes only the form of inspections conducted by educational inspectors.
MoES, General Directorate of Pre-University Education has published a checklist of what to inspect
in the course of inspections. This checklist has 102 criteria for teachers and the answers for each of
them should be either yes or no; when the object of inspection is the school principal, this check list
has 47 criteria (General Directorate of Pre-University Education).
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2.2 Quantitative method

The quality of students-in-entrance

Another characteristic of Admission Management Process in Albanian HEls, is that it is structured in
some rounds. In the first 2 rounds, each candidate can choose up to 10 study programs from the
overall list of HEIs which lists both, private and public institutions. Usually, the most desired study
programs are medicine, nursing, economics and law. In the first round, the system selects
candidates with the highest AG. Teaching is kept as a back-up option by most of the candidates, in
case they do not manage to get a place in other study programs. In developing a basis for the above
argument, the starting point was a sample of first and second year students that are attending a
program study in “Bachelor in preschool teaching” in X University. The AG of upper secondary
school for the first year students was 7.68, and for those in the second year of the same study
program was 7.4. In total, the number of students were respectively 9 and 7. Also, data were
collected for candidate students that applied in the first and second rounds. Those data contained
the same features: the AG of upper secondary school, and the number of applicants. Fig.2 shows
the AG of upper secondary school candidate students applying for a bachelor's program in
preschool teaching at a university over two consecutive academic years, 2022-2023 and 2023-
2024; it also displays the AG of upper secondary teacher-students who actually enrolled in the
preschool teaching program.

25
Average grade (AG): students and candidate-students
AG=7.5
20
AG=7.8
15
AG=7.4
AG=7.6
c AG=8.09
© Actual b f
. ctual number o
First round Second round
students
'™ 2023-2024 20 5 9
‘ m 2022-2023 16 4 7

Figure 2: AG of upper secondary school of candidate students and of teacher-students over two consecutive years.

3. Conclusions

3.1 Reforms in Albanian education system have been frequent, unstudied and in response to the
immediate needs, without a clear vision, or a connection of a problem with another. There is not an
element in any of the reforms that can be found in another, as a sign of a continuous long term
policy. During 2012-2015, the structure of basic education levels changed twice. Despite the
extremely high attendance rate, these changes were not grounded in studies and design processes
to assess their impact before implementation. Instead, the primary objective of policymakers was
simply to alleviate overcrowding in the existing gymnasiums. Furthermore, these changes found
teachers, who were qualified and certified to teach at certain grades of basic education, completely
unprepared, which influenced directly and indirectly the quality of teaching. The second reform
examines the decisions regarding admission criteria in higher education for study programs
Bachelor in teaching. Between 2018 and 2021, two notable decisions were made. Initially, the
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minimum upper secondary education AG required for admission to a teaching program was set at
7.5, thus exceeding the threshold for other study programs while aiming to maintain student
quality. Later, the requirement was adjusted to the minimum AG of 6.5 for admission to a teaching
program. However, this change came with the stipulation that these students would not be eligible
for a Master in Teaching - they cannot become teachers at pre-university education level. The
ongoing changes in admission policies for teaching programs in higher education have exacerbated
an existing negative trend - young people are increasingly disinterested in becoming teachers - and
also contribute to the uncertainty among prospective students contemplating a career in teaching.
While the decisions attempt to balance academic standards with access to education programs for
students with varying levels of academic achievement, they do not necessarily improve the system.
Data analysis on the number of candidate students compared to the enrolled students for both
academic years reveals a higher application rate in the initial phase. These figures underline the
challenges and uncertainties surrounding the decision-making process for aspiring teaching
professionals. Also, the number of students attending the program is always lower than in the
application process because at the end candidate students prefer other study programs. This
reform has directly influenced the number of individuals choosing to become teachers. On the
other hand, at first glance, there is a perception that the quality of those entering the teaching
profession - measured by the AG at admission to the study program Bachelor in teaching - is
improving. However, in reality, these grades do not always reflect the same level of competencies
for all the system. Usually, students who choose to become teachers often come from schools
whose quality varies significantly, depending on their geographic location.

3.2. State responsibility to provide professional development for teachers in service is represented
by local educational offices, but the number of the employed is very low compared to the number of
the schools under responsibility. In this regard, to fulfil the legal requirement for annual training,
teachers often view the market as a means to meet this obligation, treating it as a task rather than
an intentional effort toward professional development. The MoES has not issued any document
indicating the need for teacher professional development based on student outcomes in specific
schools or, more broadly, on PISA results. Additionally, in Albania teaching salaries are determined
solely by years of experience. Professional growth or student achievements do not influence salary
increases, rendering the mandated credits and legal requirements largely formal. This approach
may hinder genuine professional development and improvement in student performance.

3.3 CSL aims to certify current and prospective school principals. While it may not necessarily be a
political move to reward party supporters, it does raise concerns that all individuals employed
within the system may soon receive principal certification, as promised principal. The Albanian
education system focuses on the professional development of principals from a top-down
approach. However, the PISA results call this approach into question, suggesting that a more
nuanced strategy may be needed to effectively address the complexities of school leadership. From
the other side, the absence of robust external evaluation systems to assess teacher and principal
performance does not allow to collect data on the needs and wants of students, teachers and
schools.

3.4 The variance of results in mathematics is weakly associated with the socio-economic status of
Albanian students, as measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS):
4.5 %, rank 76/79. (OECD: PISA 2022), but | need to question this statement, simply because the
best schools in Albania are located in the center of urban areas where communities are wealthier
and better educated. Also, the best teachers are employed in those schools.

The economic development is centred round the urban areas of Tirana & Durrés: in 2021, around
63% of Albania’s population lived in urban areas. In rural areas, people have very few economic
opportunities. There is lack of education and training opportunities (Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development, 2023). In a Public Report of MoES (2021) on the achievement of
students in State Matura for the year 2021, the first best four schools on national level (out of 38
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listed) were located in the urban area of Tirana. Furthermore, in Albania is in use the school
performance card, which mean that in the end of the scholastic year, schools are ranked based on
14 indicators (MoES, 2023, School Performance). One of them is “Percentage of graduates who
meet AG criterion, to pursue studies in HEIs". In Tirana, out of 35 public upper secondary schools
listed, 4 with the lowest values for this indicator are located in rural area of Tirana, such as Zall Herr,
Shengjergj etc., while the best ones are located in the city center. So the explanations are two: 1.
The Albanian national standards for schools’ evaluation are not correct or at least are not at the
level of those of PISA. 2. In the Albanian education system, cheating during an exam - whether at
the classroom, national, or even international level - is not an uncommon occurrence, especially in
smaller towns where everyone knows each other. Turning a blind eye when a student cheats during
class is something that doesn't penalise the teacher, particularly when it comes to an international
exam, which is both a matter of prestige and a reflection of the leadership of the education system,
given my understanding of how the system works from the inside. The same thing happens with
schools whose students are selected to participate in the PISA assessment: ‘S. Frashéri’
Gymnasium of Tirana is one of the best schools in the country, yet it is selected to take part in the
PISA test almost every time Albania is scheduled to participate.

According to MoES, since 2008 the PISA demonstrated that the results of Albanian pupils are rather
low, while compared to the load indicators for the OECD countries, the learning load of Albanian
students is currently very high. 16 years after this statement, the results continue to be low.
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Abstract

The current school system faces numerous challenges, including a growing difficulty among
teaching staff in effectively educating and engaging new generations. Research highlights how
many students struggle to acknowledge the school’'s educational and formative role. These
challenges often manifest as delays, dropout, or school interruption, as well as in overt expressions
of discomfort, ranging from aggressive behaviors to a broader and more hidden sense of juvenile
malaise. Within this evolving context, it is crucial to examine how teachers’ perceptions and
representations shape their approaches to managing student behavior deemed inappropriate. To
investigate this issue, an exploratory survey was conducted to understand the implicit constructs
that influence teachers’ thinking and, consequently, their daily practices in interpreting and
addressing inappropriate behaviors among students across various school levels.
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1. Problematic behavior in the classroom between old and new educational challenges

Among the terms most commonly employed to examine today’s educational and school
contexts, “complexity” appears to be the most fitting word to capture a reality that, over
time, has faced significant challenges, reshaping traditional models and frameworks.

This growing complexity is deeply rooted in the profound cultural, social, and organizational
shifts that have redefined the landscape of education over the past few decades. From a
cultural perspective, the globalization of knowledge and the increasing interconnection
between different societies have significantly influenced the values, priorities, and
expectations placed upon educational systems. The rise of digital technologies has not only
transformed how knowledge is accessed and shared but has also redefined what it means
to be an educated individual in the 21t century. Schools, once primarily focused on
transmitting knowledge, are now tasked with cultivating critical thinking, adaptability, and
intercultural competencies—skills that are essential in a rapidly changing, globalized world.
Therefore, it can be stated that nowadays the paradigm of "complexity” can be taken as the
key to better understand the reality of schools, overwhelmed by a plurality of
challenges, which have become increasingly complex over time. Specifically, many studies
(d’Alonzo, Monauni, 2021; Tomlinson, 2016; Tomlinson, Murphy 2015) highlight, as part of the
daily experience of many teachers, the perception of an increasing difficulty in building an
appropriate educational context for learning.

The roots of this perception can be traced to several interrelated factors. Firstly, there has
been a significant improvement in the ability to identify and diagnose specific learning
difficulties and other challenges at an earlier stage. Advances in psychological, pedagogical,
and medical research, coupled with the increased availability of assessment tools, have
allowed educators and specialists to detect issues such as dyslexia, ADHD, autism spectrum
disorders, and other conditions more effectively.

However, this focus on diagnostics also highlights the increasing diversity of student needs
within classrooms. Modern schools are now microcosms of broader societal complexities,
reflecting a wide range of cultural, religious, and social backgrounds. Migration, globalization,
and the ever-changing societal landscape have brought together students with varied
linguistic skills, cultural traditions, and value systems. For instance, students from immigrant
families may face language barriers or cultural adjustment challenges, while others may
struggle with socio-economic difficulties, family instability, or trauma. These factors create
a plurality of needs that require nuanced and flexible approaches to teaching and classroom
management.

Moreover, another notable aspect, particularly within the Italian educational system, is the
specificity of its teacher recruitment process. In Italy, it is possible to temporarily assume a
teaching role even in the absence of specific pedagogical training. This lack of mandatory
pre-service preparation significantly complicates the effective management of critical
situations in the classroom. Teachers often find themselves unprepared to address the
diverse and complex needs of their students, which can amplify challenges related to
problematic behaviors or learning difficulties. The absence of a solid foundational training in
pedagogy, classroom management, and inclusive practices means that many educators are
left to navigate these issues through trial and error, which may inadvertently exacerbate the
challenges faced by both students and teachers.

Despite advancements in identifying and supporting diagnosed difficulties, there appears to
be a parallel rise in behaviors that are deemed problematic but fall outside the scope of
formal diagnostic categories (DSM 5-TR, 2022). These kinds of reactions, often described in
psycho-pedagogical literature as “problematic,” include issues such as persistent
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disengagement, oppositional behavior, bullying, or classroom disruptions. Unlike diagnosed
conditions, these attitudes are not necessarily rooted in neurological or developmental
disorders but are influenced by a complex interplay of environmental, social, and
psychological factors.

These situations give rise to significant challenges for educators, who are tasked with
addressing a wide spectrum of needs while maintaining an inclusive and functional learning
environment. Traditional behavior management approaches, such as punitive measures or
zero-tolerance policies, are increasingly recognized as insufficient and, in some cases,
counterproductive. Instead, there is a growing emphasis on adopting restorative practices,
fostering emotional regulation, and building strong teacher-student relationships to address
the root causes of problematic behaviors.

To address these challenges effectively, it is crucial to identify educational approaches and
strategies that are both innovative and reflective of the evolving societal context. Such
strategies must not only respond to the complexities of modern classrooms but also
prioritize the cultivation of meaningful, high-quality teacher-student relationships, which
are fundamental to any learning process.

Fostering these relationships requires educators to embrace practices that emphasize
empathy, active listening, and mutual respect, creating an environment where students feel
supported and understood. At the same time, leveraging contemporary methodologies, such
as social-emotional learning frameworks and culturally responsive teaching, can empower
educators to navigate the diversity and difficulties of their classrooms with confidence and
care. By focusing on the relational foundation of education, schools can better equip
students to overcome challenges and thrive in an increasingly complex world.

Furthermore, it may be useful to frame the issue of problematic behaviors within broader
theoretical constructs such as ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which
emphasizes the multiple, interacting layers of influence on student behavior. Likewise,
contributions from attachment theory (Bowlby, 1988) and emotional intelligence
frameworks (Goleman, 1995) offer valuable perspectives on the emotional and relational
dimensions of behavior in school settings.

2. The role of representations in teacher’s daily work

In analyzing the factors that contribute to understanding and managing classroom
complexity, alongside the construct of individual and professional well-being, it becomes
increasingly relevant to focus on the role of teachers’ representations. These latter,
encompassing perceptions, beliefs, and expectations that teachers hold about themselves,
their students, and the broader educational context, gradually develop into entrenched
mental frameworks. As Bandura (1997) suggests, these mental frameworks play a pivotal role
in shaping teaching practices and influencing the overall effectiveness of both teaching and
learning. The dynamics underlying the construct of social representation serve as crucial
elements for analysis and discussion to better understand how certain school practices
develop.

Social representations, as shared systems of beliefs, values, and norms that are collectively
constructed and individually internalized, shape how teachers perceive and approach their
educational environment. These representations influence not only how teachers interpret
their roles and responsibilities but also how they engage with students, colleagues, and the
broader school context. In the educational setting, social representations act as a framework
through which teachers make sense of complex situations, guiding their decision-making
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processes and shaping their pedagogical choices. For instance, a teacher’s representation
of what constitutes an “effective” or “inclusive” classroom environment will directly affect
how they design learning activities, interact with students, and address challenges.

These representations can also influence the development of implicit biases or stereotypes,
which may, in turn, impact the fairness and equity of teaching practices. Analyzing these
dynamics provides valuable insights into the mechanisms by which certain practices
become established and perpetuated within schools. These considerations are fundamental
because they highlight how any attempt to innovate educational proposals or design fully
participatory environments must inevitably engage with deeply rooted individual cognitive
mechanisms. Teachers’ mental models, formed through years of personal and professional
experiences, cultural influences, and institutional norms, shape their perceptions of teaching
and learning. These cognitive frameworks serve as a lens through which educators interpret
new ideas, assess their feasibility, and decide whether and how to implement them in their
classrooms. Specifically, the perceptions and representations that teachers hold play a
pivotal role in shaping how they manage problematic behaviors in the classroom.

Teachers’ perceptions of problematic behaviors often determine the strategies they employ.
For example, a teacher who perceives disruptive behavior as a sign of defiance or intentional
disrespect may adopt punitive or authoritarian measures to enforce discipline. On the other
hand, a teacher who views the same behavior as a manifestation of unmet emotional or
social needs may choose to investigate the underlying causes and apply restorative or
supportive interventions. These contrasting approaches highlight how underlying
representations can significantly influence the effectiveness of behavior management
strategies.

There is a further element to be considered within this reflection. The production of new
social representations acts as a balancing factor between tradition and innovation, between
practices tried and tested in the past and new methodological perspectives, in a perspective
of change that is not in total contrast to what has already been consolidated. The
introduction of new ideas, devices and working perspectives frequently leads to the
temporary destabilization of thoughts sedimented over time. It is therefore important to
promote a pedagogical reflection on these issues that can accompany teachers in this
process of change, linking innovation to a ground of pedagogical continuity and thus
contributing to changing social representations around a given thematic focus.

In this regard, it is crucial for each teacher to be able to have dedicated spaces in which to
exercise his or her own reflexive thinking/practice about daily experience in order to combine
his or her own perceptions with those of other colleagues working in the same classroom.
Structured opportunities, such as peer discussions, mentoring programs, or professional
learning communities, can provide teachers with a supportive environment to share
experiences, challenge one another’'s perceptions, and collaboratively develop new
strategies. These spaces allow for a critical dialogue that not only facilitates individual
growth but also contributes to the collective evolution of teaching practices and social
representations within the institution.

In this way, reflexive thinking/practice becomes a tool for navigating the balance between
tradition and innovation. It provides a framework for teachers to engage thoughtfully with
new ideas, ensuring that they are implemented in a way that is contextually meaningful and
pedagogically sound. Furthermore, it supports the development of a growth mindset (Dweck,
2017), encouraging educators to view challenges as opportunities for learning and
adaptation rather than obstacles to overcome.
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3. Managing the problematic behaviors: an exploratory survey about teachers’
perception and representations

In the light of the above considerations, it is therefore clear that there is a need to question
the role that the teacher assumes in the classroom in terms of posture, ability to manage the
group and establish effective educational relationships, in addition to mere didactic and
methodological preparation. Especially, in recent years, the topic of problem behavior in the
classroom has gained increasing attention, not only within schools but also in academic
debates and educational policies. Teachers' difficulties in managing these critical situations
are now recognized as a crucial factor that can significantly affect the school climate and
the well-being of pupils and educational staff. The demand for classroom management
training courses, especially in relation to educational and relational strategies for coping with
complex and challenging situations, is also growing steadily, reflecting the pervasiveness of
these issues at all levels of the school system.

The perception of what problematic behavior is can vary widely among teachers, depending
on personal experiences, cultural expectations and school regulations. Often, this
challenging attitude is associated with disruptive outbursts, aggression, rule transgression,
or opposition to authority figures such as teachers.

However, there is also a growing recognition that this kind of actions may reflect states of
psychological distress, emotional suffering, or implicit demands for attention and care. This
ambivalence in the definition and perception of critical behavior implies a significant
challenge for educators, who must balance the need to maintain order in the classroom with
the goal of supporting students’ emotional well-being.

The exploratory survey conducted by the CeDisMa fits into this context. The questionnaire
used, structured in 17 multiple-choice items, was designed to detect the participants’
perceptions and representations of problem behavior in the school environment. To ensure
broad participation and easy accessibility of the tool, the Google Forms platform was used.
The collected data were subsequently analyzed using descriptive statistical techniques to
identify key trends in participants' responses. In addition, qualitative analyses were carried
out to examine the open-ended responses and identify emerging themes regarding the
definitions of challenging behavior and management strategies adopted by teachers.

The sample consisted of 308 subjects, with a clear majority of female teachers (93.2%). This
result reflects a predominantly female representation in the teaching profession, which is
consistent with broader trends in education, particularly in early and primary schools, where
female educators are historically overrepresented. Moreover, the largest group consists of
individuals aged 46-55 years (31.8%), followed closely by those in the 36-45 age range
(30.8%). This indicates that most participants belong to mid-career professionals who have
substantial teaching experience and are likely to be well-established in their roles. The
smallest group is those over 55 years old (15.3%), indicating a lower presence of educators
in the late-career phase.

The composition of the sample was homogeneous in terms of age and years of service, while
presenting some inhomogeneity in terms of gender and educational qualification. This
heterogeneity makes it possible to explore a wide range of perceptions and professional
experiences, offering a diversified representation of opinions and educational practices in
relation to the management of problematic behavior.

The high percentage of university degree holders (77.3%) also highlights the growing
professionalization of the education sector, with formal academic preparation becoming
increasingly necessary. In terms of teaching experience, the data indicates a fairly balanced
distribution: the largest group (26.6%) consists of teachers with 6-10 years of experience,
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suggesting a significant portion of mid-career professionals who have gained knowhow but
are still in a phase of professional growth and adaptation. Interestingly, 63.3% of the
respondents reported observing more problematic behavior among male students.

The results reveal a number of common perceptions among education professionals. The
majority of participants indicated ‘rule breaking’ as the most frequent problem (101 choices)
in managing classroom, followed by ‘oppositionality/provocation towards the teacher’ and
‘violent actions’ (60 choices). These kinds of attitudes were also perceived as the most
complex to manage and the ones causing the most distress among teachers, who were
asked to express their perceptions in relation to certain problematic behaviors by evaluating
the three parameters of frequency, complexity and discomfort.

However, significant differences emerged with regard to other types of behavior, such as
‘self-harming behavior’ (8 choices), which, although less frequent, was rated as extremely
complex and a source of considerable distress. With respect to the latter, it is worth
emphasizing that 91 teachers expressed great discomfort caused by it. In terms of coping
strategies, teachers reported a variety of approaches, including the use of punishments,
asking others to intervene, involving the class in collective discussions, and having individual
conversations with the pupil to understand the underlying causes of the behavior.
Interestingly, there is an emerging preference for non-punitive educational approaches that
emphasize dialogue, listening and mutual understanding, rather than the adoption of rigid
disciplinary measures. This trend suggests a movement towards a more empathetic and
reflective approach to managing problematic behavior that considers the emotional
complexity of students.

A key aspect to consider when analyzing classroom dynamics is teachers’ perceptions of the
underlying factors contributing to arise critical behaviors among students. The data
highlights a strong emphasis on emotional and communicative difficulties, suggesting that
many behavioral challenges observed in the classroom are rooted in students’ struggles with
emotional regulation and social interaction. Although the survey cannot be considered
representative, also due to a non-probabilistic sample, the data reported initiates an initial
interesting reflection on a subject that has become very important over the years, not only
in terms of classroom management strategies, but also in terms of the design of learning
processes.

These findings align with the theoretical perspective that behavior is often a communicative
act, as suggested by psychoeducational models such as those of Fedeli (2020) and
Lambruschi & Piro (2024), which highlight the importance of interpreting student behaviors
as signals of unmet needs. Similarly, the emphasis on non-punitive strategies echoes the
principles of restorative practices and social-emotional learning (CASEL, 2020; Burrus, J.,
Rikoon, S.H., & Brenneman, M.W., 2022), supporting the idea that relational approaches foster
a more inclusive classroom climate.

4. Emerging reflections and new horizons

The survey results, presented in partial form in this contribution, suggest several
implications for teacher training. Firstly, the need emerges to develop training programs that
go beyond the mere transmission of immediate coping strategies for managing challenging
situations and that promote a deeper understanding of the underlying psychological and
social dynamics. The ability to critically reflect on one's own educational practices, to share
experiences with other teachers and to adopt a flexible and adaptive approach to classroom
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management represent fundamental competences that should be at the core of educators’
initial and ongoing training.

A crucial element in addressing challenging and problematic behaviors in the classroom is
the development of teachers’ reflexivity, which allows educators to continuously analyze
their perceptions, beliefs, and strategies. Reflexivity is not just a theoretical construct but a
practical skill that enables teachers to shift from reactive responses to proactive, student-
centered approaches. When teachers engage in reflexive practices, they can better
recognize how their own biases, expectations, and emotional responses shape their
interactions with students, influencing classroom dynamics and behavioral outcomes. For
this purpose, structured opportunities for professional reflection should be incorporated into
teacher training, both at the pre-service and in-service levels. Reflective practices, such as
peer discussions, and case study analyses, encourage teachers to examine their decision-
making processes and consider alternative approaches to managing classroom
challenges. Moreover, collaborative learning environments, where teachers can share
experiences and insights, contribute to the creation of professional communities of practice
(Wenger, 1999) that support continuous learning and adaptation. The concept of the
community of practice has been studied in particular by Wenger, Lave, and a group of other
scholars who have explored the influence of the social matrix on learning processes and, in
general, of learning as a process of social participation. According to these studies, learning
cannot be reduced to a purely individual endeavor; rather, it must be understood as a
phenomenon that involves a process of co-participation and co-construction of knowledge,
in which social dynamics and cognitive processes not only influence each other but also
merge in a meaningful way.

This has fundamental implications for identity formation: learning together and thanks to
others means modifying oneself, as individuals become part of a collective. Within this
collective, one assumes a role, contributes ideas, and simultaneously acquires new skills and
adopts different behavioral models that emerge and take shape through meaningful
relationships with others (Wenger, McDermott, Snyder, 2002).

It is therefore evident how this type of approach can influence the way a group of teachers
takes responsibility for and makes decisions following the emergence of problematic
behaviors exhibited by students in a classroom.

This article is part of these reflections and also tries to identify possible future research
directions. In particular, the data collected show how teachers perceive emotional fragility
and communicative difficulties as major contributors to problematic behaviors. This
reinforces the need for teacher training programs to integrate reflexivity with emotional
intelligence (El), ensuring that educators are not only aware of their own perceptions and
biases but also equipped with the skills to recognize and respond to students’ emotional and
communicative needs. Emotional intelligence plays a crucial role in fostering empathetic,
responsive, and inclusive classroom environments, where teachers can de-escalate
conflicts, support emotional regulation, and create stronger teacher-student relationships.
In addition, the challenge of managing problematic behaviors in the classroom cannot be
addressed through isolated interventions. A holistic approach, that integrates reflexivity,
emotional intelligence, trauma-informed practices, sociocultural awareness, and
technological advancements, is essential. Future research could examine comprehensive
training models that combine these elements, assessing their effectiveness in reducing
teacher burnout by providing educators with sustainable behavior management strategies;
in improving student outcomes, particularly for those with behavioral and emotional
difficulties; in enhancing teacher-student relationships, fostering a more inclusive and
responsive educational environment.
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By continuing to explore these areas, researchers and educators can build a knowledge base
that supports teachers in navigating the complexities of modern classrooms, ensuring that
training programs remain dynamic, evidence-based, and responsive to the evolving needs
of students and educators alike.
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This study explores the attitudes of humanities students, aspiring teachers enrolled in a master's
degree program focused on teaching, towards educational research methods courses. Using
Papanastasiou's (2005) scale, the study compared attitudes between students who attended
traditional lectures and exercises and those who participated in practical research labs. The results
indicate that students involved in research labs demonstrate more positive attitudes and a greater
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the challenges associated with research. The study highlights the need to integrate more practical
opportunities to foster a positive view of research among future humanities teachers.
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1. Introduction

Despite the acknowledged importance of educational research in the preparation of competent
teachers, negative attitudes towards research often emerge among future teachers. They often
perceive educational research as complex and uninspiring (Papanastasiou, 2005) and find it difficult
to understand its relevance to their professional practice. Indeed, indicating a potential deficiency in
the initial training they receive, pre-service teachers also encounter difficulties in translating the
findings of scientific research into tangible improvements in their pedagogical approaches (Margiotta,
1999: Impedovo et al., 2016).

European policies have sought to enhance the role of universities in promoting scientific research,
with the objective of consolidating the European Union as a global leader in knowledge. In response
to this situation, European universities have incorporated research courses into their academic
programmes. Nevertheless, there is considerable variation in the level of commitment and the quality
of training in this area, particularly in initial teacher training programmes (van der Linden et al., 2012).
The incorporation of research training is regarded as a pivotal element in fostering a critical and
reflective approach to educational practice (Hall, 2009), enhancing professional knowledge (Ponte et
al., 2004), furnishing evidence on efficacious teaching strategies (Hattie et al., 2019) and facilitating
the translation of research findings into tangible improvements (Papanastasiou, 2005).

The literature review reveals a noticeable lack of studies focusing on Humanities Masters students
enrolled in teacher education programmes. In particular, there is a lack of research that thoroughly
investigates differences in attitudes towards research among these students, especially those
without previous training in pedagogy and education. Furthermore, there is a paucity of research that
explores the impact of different teaching methods applied in educational research courses on
students' attitudes towards the discipline (Earley, 2014; Matos et al., 20-23). This gap in the literature
highlights the need for further research to better understand how to effectively support and engage
humanities students in educational research, particularly in the context of initial teacher education.
The present study seeks to address the above shortcomings by investigating the influence of an
educational quantitative research course on students’ attitudes. It aims to contrast the attitudes of
two groups of students: those who only participated in lectures and exercises (from now on, as an
exercise group) and those who additionally engaged in hands-on workshops on authentic case
studies (from now on, as the laboratory group). The research questions that inform this study are as
follows: What are the differences in attitudes towards the study of educational research between
students in the exercise group and students in the laboratory group? What are the differences in
attitudes towards the practical application of educational research in professional contexts between
students in the exercise group and students in the laboratory group? Are there significant differences
in attitudes towards educational research, both positive and negative, between students in the
exercise group and students in the laboratory group?

The hypothesis that guides this research is that developing an appreciation of research requires not
only time and theoretical study, but also, and more importantly, the practical application of research
on real educational cases. The objective of this study is to provide valuable insights that can be used
to enhance the design of educational research courses, with the ultimate goal of training teachers
who are better prepared and motivated to integrate research into their future professional practice.

2. Research literature

An analysis of the literature shows that most publications on the teaching of educational research
focus mainly on scientific and educational fields, such as mathematics, natural sciences and
linguistics (in the context of teacher training), or on social science disciplines, such as sociology,
psychology and education, where the teaching of educational research methods is considered an
essential part of the curriculum. On the contrary, there is a considerable paucity of studies devoted
to teacher education programmes in the humanities, highlighting a significant gap in the literature
regarding the preparation and support of these students in the acquisition of educational research
skills.
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The results show that students in initial teacher education often have negative attitudes towards
educational research methods, which are perceived as distant from their future study and career
prospects (Papanastasiou, 2005). This lack of interest is further confirmed by Earley (2014), who
reports a low propensity of students to consult research sources, especially when they do not
perceive their practical benefits.

Another important aspect concerns students' perceived lack of connection between research
methodology courses and their professional aspirations in teaching (Matos et al., 2023). Students
often believe that research is a complex and time-consuming activity (Moberg, 2019). Mante et al.
(2018) highlighted that during initial teacher education, prospective teachers from humanities
backgrounds had more negative attitudes towards research than their counterparts from science
backgrounds. This suggests that greater exposure to research during previous studies may foster
more positive attitudes (Butt et al., 2013). Indeed, postgraduate students tend to have more
favourable perceptions of research, perhaps due to greater exposure and practice during their
studies, as noted by Maqgsood et al. (2019).

Many students experience anxiety about research methods courses (Bolin et al., 2012), and negative
attitudes can hinder learning and affect performance in subsequent modules (Papanastasiou, 2005).
However, positive attitudes towards research can improve internal motivation, while active
involvement in research projects tends to reinforce these attitudes (Earley, 2014).

The literature review shows that there is a lack of specific information on the attitudes towards
educational research of students in humanities master's programmes with teaching-oriented
curricula. Therefore, this study aims to contribute to the understanding of such attitudes and to
explore whether practical activities, such as laboratory, can positively influence students' perceptions
of educational research. The ultimate aim is to address the gaps identified in previous literature
reviews (Earley, 2014; Matos et al., 2023) and develop educational interventions to improve these
attitudes.

3. Methods and instruments

This study investigates the influence of an educational research course on students' attitudes
towards educational quantitative research using an adapted version of Papanastasiou's (2005)
Attitudes Towards Research (ATR) scale. The scale was modified to better reflect the context of the
teaching-oriented Master's programme by organising the items into three main categories: attitudes
towards the study of educational research, practical application of research in the professional field,
and positive and negative attitudes towards research.

1. Attitudes towards studying educational research: this dimension analyses students’ perceptions of
the relevance and usefulness of research in their academic careers and assesses their interest in
learning research methods.

2. Attitudes towards the application of research in the professional field: this dimension explores the
link between educational research and students' future professional practice, looking at how they
view the use of research in solving teaching problems and improving teaching practice.

3. Positive and negative attitudes to research: the third category distinguishes between positive
attitudes, such as interest and emotional involvement, and negative attitudes, such as anxiety, fear
and perceived difficulty, towards educational research.

The adaptation of the scale included a reformulation of the items to emphasise students' perceptions
of the relationship between educational research and their educational and professional future. The
items were changed from generic to personal wording to encourage more authentic responses based
on individual beliefs. The questionnaire used has 22 items, compared to 32 in the original, excluding
items related to mathematics and statistics, which are not relevant to the course.

A five-point Likert scale from 'strongly disagree' to 'strongly agree' was used to measure responses.
Prior to completion, participants provided demographic information such as gender, age, native
language, occupation, career aspirations, and participation in other research methodology courses.
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4. Participants and results

4.1Participants

Twenty-nine out of 37 students enrolled in the Educational Research course voluntarily completed a
self-administered questionnaire at the end of the course (response rate: 78.4%). Participants’ mean
age was 24.1years (SD = 3.1); 86.2% were female (n = 25) and 13.8% male (n = 4). Most students (89.7%)
aimed to become secondary school teachers, while the remainder (10.3%) considered alternative
careers. None had prior experience with research courses or educational research. Based on course
activities, students were divided into two groups: the exercise group (62.1%), who attended lectures
and exercises only, and the laboratory group (37.9%), who also participated in a practical research lab.
This grouping enabled comparison of attitudes toward educational research between the two groups.

4.2 Reliability and normality analysis of the sample

To assess the reliability of the questionnaire, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated. The overall internal
consistency was excellent («x = 0.936 for all 22 items). Reliability for individual subscales was also
satisfactory: attitudes toward research study (a = 0.787), attitudes toward research in teaching (a =
0.959), positive attitudes (a = 0.892), and negative attitudes (a« = 0.929).

Given the small sample size (<50), the Shapiro-Wilk test was used to check data normality. Results
confirmed a normal distribution (p = 0.257).

4.3 Analysis of total questionnaire responses by laboratory and practice groups

To examine differences in attitudes towards educational research between the laboratory and
exercise groups, we conducted a series of t-tests. Overall, the laboratory group showed significantly
more positive attitudes (M = 3.87, SD = 0.27) compared to the exercise group (M = 3.02, SD = 0.82),
with a t-value of 3.292 and a p-value of 0.003. The 95% confidence interval for the difference between
the means ranged from 0.321to 1.38, allowing us to reject the null hypothesis of no difference.

When looking specifically at attitudes toward studying educational research, the laboratory group
again scored higher (M = 4.06, SD = 0.25) than the exercise group (M = 3.08, SD = 0.75). This difference
was statistically significant, with t(27) = 4.113 and p < 0.001, and a 95% confidence interval between
0.490 and 1.466.

Similarly, attitudes toward the teaching profession were more positive in the laboratory group (M =
413, SD = 0.60) than in the exercise group (M = 3.05, SD = 1.10), with a significant difference indicated
by t(27) = 2.956, p = 0.006, and a confidence interval from 0.328 to 1.821.

Positive affective attitudes toward research also differed significantly between groups. The laboratory
group reported higher scores (M = 3.90, SD = 0.63) compared to the exercise group (M = 2.87, SD =
1.07), with t(27) = 2.892, p = 0.007, and a confidence interval ranging from 0.300 to 1.767.

In contrast, negative attitudes toward research did not differ significantly between the two groups.
The laboratory group’s mean was 3.40 (SD = 0.82), while the exercise group’s mean was 3.03 (SD =
1.21). The t-test yielded t(27) = 0.879 with a p-value of 0.387, and the confidence interval (-0.489 to
1.222) included zero, indicating no significant difference.

These findings suggest that participation in the practical research laboratory is associated with more
positive attitudes toward educational research, while negative attitudes remain similar regardless of

group.

5. Discussion

The guestionnaire results reveal clear differences in attitudes toward educational research between
students who participated in the practical laboratory and those who only attended exercises. While
both groups share some negative perceptions, the differences highlight the complexity of students’
views on educational research, consistent with previous studies (Papanastasiou, 2005; Moberg, 2019;
Magsood et al., 2019).

The laboratory group showed a higher overall mean attitude score (3.87) compared to the exercise
group (3.02), indicating greater awareness and appreciation of educational research. This score is

Book of proceedings// 149


http://www.ateespring2024.unibg.it/

e e — | Attitudes of Humanities Students and Aspiring Teachers Toward

Quantitative Educational Research: An Introductory Study

slightly higher than those reported by Papanastasiou (2005). Moreover, the laboratory group’s
responses were more consistent, as reflected by a lower standard deviation (0.27 vs. 0.82), suggesting
more homogeneous opinions likely influenced by their hands-on research experience, as supported
by earlier research (Papanastasiou, 2005; Moberg, 2019; Magsood et al., 2019).

Specifically, the laboratory group rated the importance of educational research significantly higher
(4.64 vs. 3.22), reflecting stronger motivation and conviction about learning and applying research
methods. They also perceived research as more useful (4.45 vs. 3.00), exceeding expectations from
previous studies. Interestingly, the laboratory group showed a slightly lower tendency to consult
research articles than the exercise group (3.09 vs. 2.78), a finding aligned with Earley's (2014)
observations.

Both groups agreed that educational research is underutilized in their pedagogical studies, pointing
to a gap between theory and practice. This underscores the need to better integrate research
concepts into teacher education curricula to bridge this divide.

In the area of ‘Research and the profession, the laboratory group expressed a stronger inclination to
apply research in their future teaching practice (4.45 vs. 3.00), despite some reported difficulties in
accessing scientific literature (Magsood et al., 2019). Both groups recognize the value of research in
teaching, but the laboratory group’s greater confidence supports Ponte et al's (2004) idea that
sustained exposure to scientific foundations improves attitudes toward research.

Regarding emotional responses, the laboratory group demonstrated more positive feelings about
educational research than the exercise group. However, both groups experienced similar levels of
anxiety and negative emotions related to research, highlighting the emotional challenges students
often face, as noted by Bolin et al. (2012) and Papanastasiou (2005).

Overall, these findings suggest that while practical laboratory experience fosters more positive and
confident attitudes toward educational research, significant barriers remain. Anxiety, perceived
difficulties in engaging with research, and challenges in consulting academic papers continue to
affect students. Addressing both motivational and emotional aspects is essential to support future
teachers in developing a balanced and resilient approach to educational research.

6. Conclusion

This study confirms and expands on findings from the literature regarding the attitudes of humanities
students towards educational research. As highlighted by previous studies (Papanastasiou, 2005;
Earley, 2014; Matos et al., 2023), students in initial teacher education programs often hold negative
attitudes towards educational research methods, perceiving them as distant from their professional
aspirations and of limited relevance to their future careers. This perception is particularly pronounced
among humanities students, a group that has been underrepresented in the literature compared to
those in scientific and social science disciplines.

The results of this study indicate that incorporating practical laboratories into educational research
courses can positively influence these attitudes. Students who participated in the laboratory showed
greater awareness and motivation towards research, confirming the importance of active and direct
engagement, as suggested by Earley (2014) and Moberg (2019). This practical experience appears to
foster more cohesive opinions and a more positive attitude, although challenges related to anxiety
and perceived complexity remain, as noted by Bolin et al. (2012).

A crucial finding is the widespread perception of a lack of integration between pedagogical course
content and educational research. Students perceive pedagogical courses as overly theoretical and
insufficiently connected to concrete examples and case studies, which may limit the effectiveness of
learning and motivation (Matos et al., 2023). Strengthening the links between scientific literature and
teaching could help develop a more scientific and critical approach, similar to that found in disciplines
such as psychology, science of education, and sociology (Papanastasiou, 2005).

Among the main limitations of this study are the small sample size and the homogeneity of the groups,
factors that may have affected the validity and generalizability of the results. Additionally, variability
in context and differences in students’ understanding of the questionnaire items may have
introduced further uncertainties in the data collected. To overcome these limitations, future research
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should adopt a mixed-methods approach, integrating in-depth qualitative analyses such as
interviews or focus groups to enrich understanding of students’ perceptions of educational research
(Magsood et al., 2019; Moberg, 2019).

Despite these limitations, the study highlights the potential of hands-on laboratory activities to foster
more positive and engaged attitudes toward educational research among humanities students. Even
brief and limited exposure to research, supported by a small number of academic publications in their
field, can have a significant impact on teacher training, as also suggested by Ponte et al. (2004).

To improve the effectiveness of educational research training, it is essential to design integrated and
interdisciplinary curricula that combine practical experience, emotional support, and explicit
connections to scientific literature. Only in this way will it be possible to prepare future teachers who
are more aware, motivated, and capable of using research as a fundamental tool in their professional
practice.
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This paper is part of the project “Teacher in a Globalized World”, where we, through qualitative interviews,
analyse the long-term effects at least five years after their student mobility from Norway. At Western
Norway University of Applied Sciences, teacher students have been privileged to study Global Knowledge,
a 30 ECTS subject, as part of their teacher education. How do five Norwegian teachers describe their
professional development and global perspectives as teachers many years after a three-month stay in
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1. Background and introduction

This article is part of the project “Teacher in a Globalized World. Long-term Impact of International
Practicum on Teacher's Professional Development” (LIP), which includes five teacher education
institutions in Norway. Through a minimum of five qualitative semi-structured interviews each, we
investigate the long-term impact on student mobility. This paper is based on the experiences of
former teacher students from Western Norway University of Applied Sciences and their long-term
impact after a three-month stay in Zambia.

The Norwegian educational core curriculum is based on core values such as human dignity, identity,
and cultural diversity, critical thinking and ethical awareness, the joy of creation, engagement, and
the urge to explore, respect for nature and environmental awareness, as well as democracy and
participation (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2020). Can student mobility be a strategy to equip teachers
to be professional teachers following our curriculum?

Since the first government white paper on internationalisation in higher education in Norway was
published (St.meld. nr. 14 (2008-2009)). the national educational authorities have emphasised the
importance of internationalisation and student mobility. While the first white paper in 2008 argued
for student mobility from the Global South as part of a global responsibility to reach our shared goals,
which allowed us to invite about ten students from Zambia each year to our program, the arguments
in 2020 (Meld. St. 7 (2020-2021)) emphasised student mobility from Norway to enhance global
awareness, motivation, work relevance and personal growth (Bergersen et al., 2022, Massao &
Bergersen, 2024). It is argued that exposing students to an international setting abroad can increase
(a) students’ intercultural competence, (b) students’ global awareness, and (c) the quality of the
educational programme. (Meld. St. 7 (2020-2021)). As a result of Norway's policy on
internationalisation in higher education, we developed a tailor-made subject, Global Knowledge, for
students to acquire intercultural competencies, professional skills, and global awareness.

Through the elective subject Global Knowledge (30 ECTS), Norwegian and Zambian teacher students,
preschool teachers, and social workers have yearly from 2008 to 2016 done a course with four weeks
of theoretical and practical preparations, a three-month internship in Zambia/Norway and two weeks
of reflections and summing up after their stay abroad. As a shift in Norwegian policy, Zambian
students were no longer granted, and the program continued with Norwegian students only from
2017 to 2025. Some of the long-term impacts of student mobility on Zambian teachers in Norway are
published in Bergersen & Muleya (2019). This project is based on interviews conducted with
Norwegian students at least five years after they spent time in Zambia. All participants completed
the course alongside Norwegian and Zambian students in the same classroom.

The learning outcomes in Global Knowledge are, among others, (a) To develop global awareness
through global perspectives, (b) To be able to communicate interculturally and reflect on your
background and (c)To be able to implement experiences abroad professionally. While in Zambia, they
undertake 4 to 6 weeks of teaching practice, fieldwork, and empirical data collection for their projects
and attend lessons and discussions with local lecturers, students, and mentors. Research on the
impact of student mobility has emphasised surveys and interviews with students shortly after they
mobility abroad (Bergersen et al, 2022; Vande Berg et al., 2012), as illustrated in the different articles
in Bergersen et al (2022) about student mobility among teacher students in Norway and my research
on former Global Knowledge student after their stay in Zambia (Bergersen, 2013; 2017; Bergersen &
Massao, 2022) and Zambian students after their stay in Norway (Bergersen, 2017, Bergersen &
Muleya, 2019). Generally, students express personal growth and a reframing of their perspectives.
Still, in this project, we aim to delve deeper into the impact of their international stay as teachers
after a few years, when the initial excitement has waned. Do they shift perspectives from the
individual to the school and societal levels over time, as Zambian students did in research on the
short-term and long-term impacts of student mobility?

My research question is: How do five Norwegian teachers describe their professional development
and global perspectives as teachers 7-12 years after three months in Zambia as part of the subject
Global Knowledge?
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2. Methodology

We employed a qualitative interview research design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Researchers from
five Universities in Norway developed a joint, semi-structured interview guide comprising 15
questions to facilitate comparisons and independent research from each institution. As a team, we
have conducted 25-30 interviews following the same interview guide, with the following main topics:
descriptions of the most critical impact of the stay and teaching practice abroad, how the stay has
influenced the teaching about global and intercultural questions, and how they think their stay in
Africa has made them better professional teachers. We asked them to provide examples of
substantial experiences they recall today as essential and describe if and how they have reframed
their perspectives.

This paper is based on five individual interviews with Norwegian teachers and former Global
Knowledge students who spent three months in Zambia. In February 2023, | conducted five digital
interviews via Zoom, each lasting between 45 and 90 minutes. The selection criteria were former
teacher students with teaching experience in Africa and at least five years of teaching experience in
a Norwegian school. Only five former students were qualified, and fortunately, they all agreed to be
interviewed and share their experiences with me. As a lecturer for the same teachers, | had to
consider ethical aspects and a power imbalance during the interviews. | highlighted listening to their
interpretations and experiences as thick descriptions. Consequently, some of the interviews lasted
longer than planned.

The respondents are five female teachers with five to ten years of experience. They had their mobility
to Zambia from 2012 to 2016, and all of them had fellow students from Zambia in their program in
Norway. They are all in their late twenties to mid-30s and teach Languages (4), Social sciences (3),
Religious studies (3), Maths (2), and Physical Education (3) from grade 6 to grade 11. The interviews
were recorded and transcribed into text. The anonymity of the participants is valued, and
contextualised quotes are reformulated and translated into English.

In our joint project, we analysed our data using Wilson's (1993) model of international experiences
adjusted to teachers and professional development. Wilson’s model identifies substantive knowledge
and perceptual understanding as key components for gaining global perspectives, as well as
fostering personal growth and intercultural connections to develop self and relationships. | have
revised the model to make it more relevant to teachers and student mobility today. In a proposed new
model, gaining global awareness encompasses key elements, such as perceptual understanding and
ethical responsibility. Developing global responsibility as a professional teacher requires intercultural
communication and professional development. See Table 1 for more details.

Global awareness/ Perceptual understanding Ethical responsibility
Professional teacher

Intercultural communication | Context and social | Power, position and dignity
structures
Professional development Reframing perspectives Prejudice, SDGs, decolonial

Table 1: global awareness and professional teacher

Based on Wilson (1993) and my revised model, the data were analysed, and two key areas of teachers'
global perspectives and awareness were identified: their position as Norwegian students in Zambia
and new reflections on Norwegian cultures. In analysing professional teachers' competencies, key
areas were relations and communication, global responsibility as a teacher, and acknowledging
diversity.
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3. Theoretical framework

Recently, Norwegian research (Klein, Bergersen & Larsen, 2022) suggests that Norwegian teacher
students experience personal growth and increased reflection shortly after their student mobility to
African countries. Global awareness and more profound reflections on power imbalance and white
privilege are rare, with a few exceptions (Bergersen & Massao, 2022; Juul-Wiese & Adriansen, 2019;
Massao & Bergersen, 2024). This paper incorporates decolonial perspectives (Mbembe, 2022;
Mignolo, 2021) to shed light on colonial structures, power imbalances, and the question of whether
and how students can disrupt a colonial mindset and Western hegemony (Quijano, 2000). The
Colonial Matrix of Power (CMP), as described by Quijano (2000, p. 256), is a system of power that
represents the extension of Western domination through four interrelated domains: economy,
authority/politics, gender/sexuality, and knowledge. The CMP is often forged into educational
concepts, such as modernity, humanity, development, and democratic ideologies:; in a neoliberal way,
Western ways of knowing continue to occupy the master, superior, and central positions. Decolonial
theories of position and white privilege (DiAngelo, 2011) are also added to analyse Norwegian
students’ roles in Zambia and their reflections as teachers many years later. In another project using
decolonial lenses, Massao and Bergersen (2024) emphasise the voices of colleagues in Zambia who
receive Norwegian students and their critical perspectives on privileged white Norwegian students,
as well as how student mobility can be a form of what Lessenich (2019) describes as global recreation
colonialism.

A didactic and educational perspective has been added, incorporating Klafkis's (2014) theory on
Bildung, which emphasises self-awareness, independence, citizenship, and solidarity as key
elements for both learners and teachers. This also aligns with critical pedagogy and Freire's (2000)
theory, which emphasises thinking with and not for, and how false generosity from North to South
often reproduces colonial structure even when intentions are good. Reframing perspectives and
being aware of ethical and global injustices as professional teachers, the pedagogy of discomfort
(Boler & Zembylas, 2003) and the willingness to view education as a risk (Biesta, 2014) are also
integral to the theoretical framework presented in this paper. According to Portera (2021), a “cultural”
shiftin the minds of teachers and students is necessary for acknowledging diversity. Do our students
acknowledge diversity and pluriversal knowledge (Mbembe, 2022; Naudé, 2019) and act as globally
responsible teachers after teaching experiences in another context?

4. Findings and discussions

Empirical data from five respondents are analysed using a revised model of global awareness and
responsibility as a professional teacher, along with my research question and theoretical
perspectives.

4.1. Global perspectives and awareness as teachers

In analysing the transcripts of data from five interviews, two main areas will be presented as key to
how they portray their reflections on global awareness as teachers some years after they left Zambia.
The first is their position as Norwegian students in Zambia, and the second is their new reflections
on Norwegian cultures and pluriversal worldviews.

They all recalled experiences and reflections on being different from the majority, and some reflected
on their privileged position as white and Norwegian. Some quotes can illustrate their reflections. Like
teacher 1: “One of the things I still remember as important is the experience to be different. That helps me to
understand how minorities can experience being in Norway”. Teacher 5 also mentions being different, but
she had another reflection: “We could visit nice hotels, and | felt bad that we were privileged to do something
very few Zambians could afford to do”. Teacher 3 remembered how schools were more hierarchical, with
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strict roles and respect, and her experience reflected this: “I learnt to be humble and less know-it-all as |
used to do. That gave me a deeper understanding of my position as a Norwegian student and differences in
how we communicate”.

Both teachers 3 and 4 explicitly mentioned being a white student in Zambia, and teacher 3 described
her experiences like this:

«I can still recall my bodily experience to be white and different. | felt guilty for having access to so many
materialistic things and being so privileged when | was there, but | still, 10 years later, reflect on global
injustice and how |, as a teacher, can make a difference. Returning to Norway was difficult; after opening
your eyes, you can't close them when you reflect on global injustice and how we in Norway behave. »

Similarly, teacher 4 described her reflections on being white:

«| still remember the discomfort of being white; they called us Muzungu, and we discussed what that meant,
positively and negatively. To be white and different, you could never hide; all you did could be seen. On the
other hand, we felt we were looked up to and were responsible for being good role models even though we
didn't want them to copy us. »

This aligns with DiAngelo's (2011) and Bergersen and Massao's (2022) discussions of how white
privilege is often neglected or denied as relevant to majority members. However, as experiencing
being a minority, awareness of positions and white privileges might appear essential and can lead to
the reframing of perspectives and disclosing global injustice.

Another key finding is how they, after many years, reflect on Norwegian cultures and worldviews.
They all mention how their perspectives have shifted from viewing Norwegian society and culture as
superior to reflecting on how this harmonious image is cracking in contrast to another culture. The
teachers reflected on how Norwegian society emphasises materialism and self-centeredness in
contrast to collectivistic hospitality and humanity. Some quotes can illustrate their reflections today:
Teacher 1: “Norway is so materialistic; | try to consume less and repair things as they did". Teacher 4
incorporated a more decolonial aspect and global awareness by saying, “I feel a bit sick being here at
the top of the “money mountain”, knowing we have and still do exploit the resources in Africa.” Teachers 4
and 5 reflected on what we can learn from other cultures when teacher 5 mentioned: “The hospitality
we met is rare to find in Norway, the Ubuntu philosophy and how much they care of us all. We are too self-
centred in Norway”, and teacher 4 followed up with:

«The importance of hospitality for society is to take time to see people around you. Also, to see the
importance of respect as care, to acknowledge wisdom and knowledge in contrast to the freedom and
minimum of rules in school and society for Norwegian learners. »

The same teacher also reflected:

«Seeing corruption in Zambia made me more aware of the corruption in Norway as well. Still, we don't talk
about it here. »

From the teachers’ reflections, reframing their perspectives allows them to see Norway, Zambia, and
global student mobility as more than just individuals communicating in classrooms. At least three
teachers can reflect on how societies are structured, how core values such as togetherness in
Ubuntu (Naudé, 2019) contrast with Western rational hegemony (Mbembe, 2022; Bergersen, 2017),
and how the colonial matrix of power (Quijano, 2000) continues to create global injustices. How do
such insights and global awareness influence their role as teachers in Norwegian classrooms?
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4.2. Professional teacher competencies
All five teachers emphasised intercultural communication as one of the most essential competencies
they achieved and skills they use as professional teachers today. Teacher 2 expressed:

«Communication and relations are key elements of being a professional teacher. | did not learn much about
it in my teacher training, so | am glad we had both intercultural communication theories and practice in
Global Knowledge. As a teacher, | utilise this competence daily. »

Teacher 4 recalls: “I still remember the importance of communication, dress code and respect in different
cultures and how we discussed this in the classroom in Norway with the Zambian students before and after we
travelled,” and teacher 3 said: “I learnt the importance of communication, verbal and non-verbal and how to
dress and | am not wearing any short skirts anymore as a teacher since | know many can be offended”.
Teachers also reflect on how they need intercultural communication competence to cooperate
professionally with all parents, colleagues and learners in multicultural schools. As teacher 1said: “wWe
have experienced being in a new context, not understanding their local language or norms, so we are more
aware of our body language and time spent to explain things properly”.

Intercultural communication is a key element of being a professional teacher. It is more than
communication, dress code, and awareness of a Norwegian low-contextual communication style.
Being globally aware of the power imbalance, social position, and access to free speech at both
individual and societal levels is an essential skill for any teacher. Experience firsthand in a Norwegian
classroom with fellow Zambian students and later in Zambia during their three-month stay, being
ignored as a young female student, and observing how hierarchical structures are reproduced
through communication has given them cause for some critical reflection. Teacher 1 emphasises the
importance of not taking democracy, gender equality, a welfare state, and the ability to speak in
public for granted.

Have their experiences in Zambia been eye-opening in terms of being globally responsible, ethical,
and a changemaker? From analysing their answers, it becomes clear that few teachers can provide
adequate examples of didactics built on Bildung, as Klafki (2017) refers to it, which emphasises
solidarity, self-awareness, and global citizenship, potentially leading to learners and teachers
becoming change agents for a more socially just and sustainable world. Teacher 4 said:

«l use my world perspective to help my learners to think more globally than locally to reduce their self-
centredness. | discuss coloniality with my Grade 6 learners, and it is my responsibility as a teacher to disclose
our colonial history. »

Teacher 1 emphasises: “It is important for me as a teacher to give my learners different perspectives and be
aware of sustainable development. We all have different experiences, and tolerance is the key.” She addresses
both global awareness and the importance of embracing diversity, implementing this in Norwegian
classrooms in line with decolonial perspectives (Mbembe, 2022) and the need to disrupt universal
and Western hegemony. Teacher 3 pointed out, “In the Social Sciences, | always emphasise that we need
to think globally to develop and learn from each other's knowledge and perspectives.” The same teacher
pointed out the danger of generalising and prejudice:

«Diversity and differences in cultures are also within a country, rural versus urban, gender and socio-
economic, both in Zambia and Norway. It is crucial to view personalities as separate from culture, both as a
teacher and a learner. Learners are usually very tolerant, so discussions with fellow teachers are also crucial
if we want to make changes. »

In their daily work as teachers in Norway, they recall theories learnt from the subject Global
Knowledge, discussions in the classroom with Zambian students and experiences from their three-
month stay in Zambia, as teacher 4 mentioned:
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«l use my competence from Global Knowledge and my stay in Zambia in all | do with my learners, in my
choice of examples, global awareness and political consciousness, not only in language and social studies
but as a teacher in general. My embodied knowledge of our ethical responsibility in a global world cannot be
ignored as a professional teacher. All teachers should have international students in class and stay in
another country for at least three months. »

When the teachers provided examples during interviews, they realised that their student mobility had
changed them more than they were aware of. As Teacher 1 said, “We are part of a bigger world, and we
all play a part. My role is to use my knowledge and experiences to make a difference for a better future.”
Unfortunately, none of the teachers’ intercultural competence had been acknowledge by their
headteachers, so implementation of change might take time.

5. Summing up and conclusion

To be a professional teacher in Norway, core values are emphasised, with cross-cutting areas including
life skills, democracy, citizenship, and sustainable development. These correlate well with Klafki's (2014)
Didaktik and Bildung theory, emphasising the aim of education to enable learners to make their own
decisions, be responsible citizens, and develop solidarity skills.

Both teachers and learners should be able to recognize and react when oppression (Freire, 2000) and
social injustice appear. Experiencing a different society, learning environment, and context through
student mobility might give teachers the competence to practice more just education. My findings in this
research are in line with the discussion in Bergersen & Massao (2022) that Norwegian students seem to
use student mobility for personal growth and to acquire intercultural communication and competence
skills, while Zambian students, after a stay in Norway, emphasise theoretical knowledge, learning
strategies and to learn from Western epistemology. If student mobility from Norway to Zambia has no
long-term impact on a teacher, we might continue to reproduce colonial structures, as discussed in
Massao and Bergersen (2024) and promote global recreation colonialism (Lessenich, 2019). In the project
with long-term impact on Norwegian teachers, all five participants reflected on the importance of being
prepared before their stay in Zambia, including discussions with Zambian students in Norway and
incorporating mobility into 30 ECTS subjects, which included practice and fieldwork for three months.
Despite this, not all teachers critically reflected on their position as privileged Norwegians. They argue
that we should be humble and show respect through appropriate communication in personal encounters.
Still, mainly, those teaching in social sciences were able to reflect on a global and societal level and
answered differently from short-term studies (Bergersen et al., 2022).

According to their voices, the long-term impact of five teachers' three-month stay in Zambia suggests
that a few gained global awareness and professional teaching skills, as outlined by Klafki (2014), Freire
(2000), and the core curriculum (2020), through student mobility and the subject of Global Knowledge.
Teachers found it challenging to discuss their stay in Zambia independently of the subject. Some argued
about the need to have theoretical knowledge before, during and after their three-month stay in line with
Vande Berg (2012), to understand the global structures or the colonial matrix of power (Quijano, 2000)
and understand the need to discuss racism, white privileges, exploiting and global responsibility in their
classrooms in Norway to disrupt unconscious colonial mindset (DiAngelo, 2011; Mignolo, 2021).

Higher education institutions in Norway are responsible for involving both the sender and receiver
academically with appropriate preparations, follow-up, and reflection after student mobility to reduce the
reproduction of colonial structures and construct universal knowledge (Massao and Bergersen, 2024)
that makes a difference as teachers. As Portera (2021) argues, teachers' and learners’ mindsets need to
change to embrace diversity as a necessary and valuable resource. | argue that all educators and
educational institutions must disrupt their colonial mindset and recognise that education is never neutral
(Freire, 2000), including ethical considerations regarding student mobility.

Book of proceedings// 158


http://www.ateespring2024.unibg.it/

e a EEEEE— Book of proceedings // ATEE Spring Conference 2024 // Bergamo

Bibliography

Bergersen (2013) Praksis i utlandet - den nye dannelsesreisen? [Practice abroad- a Bildung journey?]. In: Pareliussen, I., Moen, B.B.,
Reinertsen A, Solhaug, T.. FoU i praksis 2012 conference proceedings, Akadmika forlag, = Trondheim.
Bergersen (2017) Global forstaelse. Barnehageleereren som kulturell brobygger.[Global understanding]. Fagbokforlaget
Bergersen & Massao, P. B. (2022). En analyse av makt og kultursensitivitet blant utvekslingsstudenter til og fra det globale ser gjennom
faget Global Knowledge [An analysis of power and cultural sensitivity among exchange students to and from the Global South through the
course Global Knowledge]. In 3J. Klein, A. Bergersen, & A. S. Larsen (Eds.), Utenlandspraksis for leererstudenter. Global og interkulturell
kompetanse (pp. 41-63). Universitetsforlaget. https://doi.org/10.18261/9788215056180-2022-03
Bergersen & Muleya, G. (2019). Zambian civic education teacher students in Norway for a year-how do they describe their transformative
learning? Sustainability 11(24). https://doi.org/10.3390/su11247143

Biesta, G. (2014). Utdanningens vidunderlige risiko.[The Beautiful Risk of Education] Fagbokforlaget.
Boler, M. & Zembylas, M. (2003). Discomforting truths: The emotional terrain of understanding differences. | P. Tryfonas (red.), Pedagogies
of difference: Rethinking education for social justice (s. 17-131). Routledge Falmer.
Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches (5th ed). Sage.
DiAngelo, A. (2011). Whlte fragility. International Journal of Critical Pedagogy. 3(3). http://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article/view/249/116

Freire, (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Continuum.
Juul-Wiese, T., & Adrlansen H. K. (2019). Nar peaedagogiske ideer rejser med leererstuderende i udlandspraktik [When pedagogical ideas
travel with teacher students in practicum abroad]. Dansk Pedagogisk Tidsskrift, 3, 44-54.

Klafki, W. (2014) Dannelsesteori og Didaktikk: Nye studier [Theory of Bildung and Didaktik] (3.utg). Klim.

Klein, J, Bergersen & Larsen, A.S. (Eds.), Utenlandspraksis for laererstudenter. Global og interkulturell kompetanse [Student mobility for
teacher students. Global and intercultural competence]. (pp. 9-22). Universitetsforlaget. DOI: https://doi.org/10.18261/9788215056180-
2022

Kunnskapsleftet (2020) Core curriculum. Curricula in English | udir.no

Lessenich, S. (2019) Living Well at Others’ Expense: The Hidden Costs of Western Prosperity. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Massao, P. B. & Bergersen (2024) (De)Coloniality in Teacher Education: Reflections on Student Teachers’ Mobility from the Global North to
the Global South. Nordisk tidsskrift for pedagogikk og kritikk: Special Issue on Education and Coloniality in the Nordics, 10(3), 144-
157. http://dx.doi.org/10.23865/njlr.v10.5888

Mbembe, A. (2022). Nekropolitikk og andre essays [Necropolitics and other essays] Cappelen Damm Akademisk.

Meld. St. 7 (2020-2021). En verden av muligheter—Internasjonal studentmobilitet i heyere utdanning [A world of opportunities -
International student mobility in higher education]. Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research.

Mignolo, W. D. (2021). The politics of decolonial investigations. Duke University Press

Naudé, P. (2019). Decolonising knowledge: Can “Ubuntu” ethics save us from coloniality? Journal of Business Ethics, 159 (1), 23-37.
Portera, A (2021) Global versus intercultural citizenship education. Prospects (2023) 53:233-248 https://doi.org/10.1007/s11125-021-
09577-3

Quijano, A. (2000). Coloniality of power and eurocentrism in Latin America. International Sociology, 15(2), 215-
232. https://doi.org/10.1177/02685809200015002005

St.meld. nr. 14 (2008-2009). Internasjonalisering av utdanning [Internationalisation of Education in Norway]. Norwegian Ministry of
Education and Research.

Vande Berg, M., Paige, R. M. & Lou, K.H. (2012). Student learning abroad. What our students are learning, what they're not, and what we can
do about it. Stylus.

Book of proceedings// 159


http://www.ateespring2024.unibg.it/
https://doi.org/10.18261/9788215056180-2022-03
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11247143
https://doi.org/10.18261/9788215056180-2022
https://doi.org/10.18261/9788215056180-2022
https://www.udir.no/in-english/curricula-in-english/
http://dx.doi.org/10.23865/njlr.v10.5888
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11125-021-09577-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11125-021-09577-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/0268580900015002005

e — | Informal Support Teacher Networks:

training and self-training Between Communities of Practice

Informal Support Teacher Networks:
training and self-training between Communities of
Practice

Barbara Bocchi, University of Trieste, barbara.bocchi@units.it
Elena Bortolotti, University of Trieste, ebortolotti@units.it
Paola Damiani, University of Modena and Reggio Emilia, paola.damiani@unimore.it

Abstract

The connection between teacher training, both initial and in-service, and the quality of education has
been extensively discussed, particularly since the enactment of Law 107/2015. The emphasis has
primarily been on formal training, which, however, has proven inadequate in terms of both utilisation
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Keywords: support teacher; communities of practice; initial training; in-service training;
netnography.

ISBN: 978-88-97253-27-3
DOI: 10.62336/unibg.978-88-97253-27-3_p.160

Book of proceedings// 160


http://www.ateespring2024.unibg.it/
https://doi.org/10.62336/unibg.978-88-97253-27-3_p.160

] Book of proceedings // ATEE Spring Conference 2024 // Bergamo

1. Introduction

Communities of practice and learning are social spaces in which individuals engage in the
organisation and dissemination of high-quality knowledge, accessible to all participants. Within these
communities, members have the opportunity to learn from one another’s experiences, fostering a
collective process of knowledge construction. The concept of a community of practice is grounded
in a vision of learning as a social and experiential process, characterised by dynamic interactions
through which participants negotiate meanings and develop shared understandings.

According to Wenger (1998), three key elements define a community of practice: the domain, the
community, and the practice. A community of practice is not merely an informal gathering or a
network of professional contacts, but a structured social entity with a shared identity built around a
common area of interest. Members actively engage in joint activities, address relevant issues, share
resources, and cultivate relationships that promote mutual learning. What sets communities of
practice apart is the sharing of specialised practices and a repertoire of resources-including
experiences, narratives, tools, and strategies for problem-solving. Such collaborative learning
processes require time and consistent interaction in order to fully develop and consolidate.

Within these communities, teachers can harness their tacit knowledge through two fundamental
processes: storytelling and critical reflection.
Storytelling plays a central role in helping educators structure and make sense of their professional
experiences. By sharing narratives, teachers disseminate practical knowledge and co-construct
shared meaning within the group. This narrative process also contributes to shaping and
consolidating professional identity, reinforcing individuals' self-perception and their roles within the
community.

Critical reflection is equally vital to the development of educational practices. It enables teachers to
analyse their actions, decisions, and underlying pedagogical assumptions in depth, while exploring
the theories and models that influence their approach. Reflective practice supports the identification
of personal beliefs, the questioning of habitual routines, and the ability to respond to unanticipated
situations. Professional dialogue within these reflective communities is fundamental to knowledge
exchange and co-construction.

The advent of the internet has significantly expanded opportunities for developing online
communities of practice (OCoPs), enabling interaction and collaboration regardless of geographical
boundaries. These virtual spaces allow educators to engage in voluntary collaborative learning,
reflect on their practices, and access emotional and professional support from peers. Digital tools
such as blogs, messaging platforms (e.g., WhatsApp). and educational environments (e.g.. Google
Classroom) play a key role in facilitating the exchange of ideas and the co-construction of knowledge.
Through these platforms, teachers can share resources, discuss innovative approaches, and adapt
strategies to their specific teaching contexts. Mobile devices further enhance flexibility, enabling
continuous participation in community activities on the go.

Despite the growing relevance of online communities of practice, the existing literature remains
limited in analyzing how teachers interact within these virtual environments. For example, Macia and
Garcia (2016) examined the impact of online CoPs on professional development but focused primarily
on the university context. Further research is needed to explore the dynamics of teacher interaction
across various educational levels within online communities.

In contrast to traditional Communities of Practice-where membership typically requires explicit or
implicit validation from existing members, reflecting the notion of legitimate peripheral participation
(Lave & Wenger, 1991) online communities are generally more open and accessible. Entry usually
involves minimal barriers, requiring only internet access and the appropriate platform. The use of
computer-mediated communication (CMC) allows for scalable, asynchronous, and multi-directional
interaction, often resulting in larger and more geographically dispersed memberships than those
found in conventional CoPs.

However, the implications of community size for the formation and sustainability of CoPs remain a
subject of scholarly debate (Roberts, 2006). While a larger member base can enrich the community’s
collective knowledge and expose individuals to diverse experiences, it may also hinder the
establishment of shared meaning and a unified sense of purpose. Interactions may become sporadic
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and unsustainable, and difficulties in developing or maintaining a shared repertoire can lead to
disengagement. These factors may impede identity formation and, in some cases, lead to the
dissolution of the community. Nevertheless, as members become more proficient in the use of CMC,
they are increasingly able to express emotion and non-verbal cues, thereby narrowing the
communicative gap often associated with digital interaction.

A common feature of online communities is the uneven level of participation among members, with
a small core group contributing frequently while the majority engage sporadically (Baym, 1999;
Finholt & Sproull, 1990). This imbalance can challenge the emergence of vibrant online CoPs, as more
active members may become disheartened by the low involvement of others. However, online
environments may be better equipped to manage this dynamic. Even if individual contributions from
less active members are limited, their aggregate input can still be significant due to their sheer
numbers. Moreover, the persistent nature of CMC ensures that these contributions remain visible,
thereby enhancing the perceived level of engagement. Nonetheless, the actual impact of "light"
participation on the effectiveness and sustainability of online communities warrants further
empirical investigation (Zhang & Watts, 2008).

This study explores the use of WhatsApp as a professional development tool for teachers. WhatsApp
offers an accessible, user-friendly platform that facilitates immediate and informal communication
among members. Teachers use it to share experiences, discuss pedagogical strategies, solve
problems collaboratively, and provide mutual support. In the context of communities of practice,
WhatsApp interactions often reflect the same dynamics as offline networks, with the added
advantage of flexibility and constant availability.

To fully harness the potential of both online and offline communities of practice, educational
institutions must acknowledge their value and actively support their development. This involves
investing in appropriate resources—including funding, technological infrastructure, and training
opportunities—and creating environments that foster collaboration, socialization, and knowledge
sharing. Online communities of practice offer powerful avenues for professional growth, equipping
educators to navigate evolving educational challenges. Future research should continue to explore
the dynamics of these communities, focusing on the behaviors, motivations, and barriers that shape
teachers’ participation. As digital technologies become increasingly embedded in educational
practice, a comprehensive approach that integrates both in-person and virtual interactions is
essential to fostering inclusive, sustainable, and effective learning ecosystems.

2. Methodology

Therefore, this study was also conducted using the netnography method (0ztdogru, 2014). In this
study, messages shared by special education teachers (or future teachers) on WhatsApp, a mobile
chat application, were considered. WhatsApp messages for 12 months: from April 2023 to April 2024,
were included in the data for the study. WhatsApp is a mobile application programme. WhatsApp
Messenger is a cross-platform smartphone messaging system that uses existing internet data plans
to connect users’ learning communities. Users interacting online are visible at all times. They can
have synchronous and asynchronous conversations within their social networks. Users can send
photos, voice recordings and videos. From a technical viewpoint, this programme can be
considered as a social network, where people have quick access toa variety
of information. WhatsApp allows users to connect with anyone who has a smartphone, an active
internet  connectionand has downloaded the application.In  addition, users can
create groups, and add and remove people. Participants have equal rights in this programme
(Bouhnik & Deshen, 2014). Content analysis was used in this study to analyse the WhatsApp
correspondences that served as the data source. Content analysis can be seen as an attempt to
condense qualitative data in order to identify and make sense of consistent aspects within the large
amount of data obtained, according to Patton (2002). Initially, open coding was used, which resulted
in the identification of fifteen codes. In this context, the messages were read one by one and coded.
The codes were then reviewed, leading to the creation of subcategories and a reduction in the total
number of codes (four main categories and eleven subcategories). These codes were organised into
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overarching themes in the next step. These themes were then subjected to final refinement and
interpretation. Comparison with the literature validated the emerging themes. In addition to
comparison with the reference literature, the frequency with which the categories appear allows us
to understand the pattern of interests, needs and problems identified by teachers over a short or
longer time. And also how the wider school context influences these.

2.1Research Objectives

This study focused on the use of WhatsApp as an online community of practice by teachers (or future
teachers) for their professional development. Therefore, in the context of communities of practice,
the sharing among teachers on WhatsApp, the subject of this study, was investigated. Teachers have
been observed to use online learning applications extensively for their professional development
(Macia & Garcia, 2016; Cranefield & Garcia, 2016; Lantz-Andersson, Lundin & Selwyn, 2018).

The guestion we asked ourselves was: how can the online community of practice be studied? Do we
have the elements to infer teachers’ professional development?

2.2Research Sample

The data collection was based on WhatsApp chat created by students of the course for supporting
teachers of the VIII cycle from different universities. The group includes former students from
previous cycles (VI and VII) as moderators and 126 students. The choice of the group was not
probabilistic but of convenience. Indeed, it was not easy to enter the group to abserve the internal
dynamics. Before analysing the chat interventions, the participants were informed about the
research. They were asked to answer questionnaire to provide contextual information.

This study only considered written interventions in the WhatsApp chat. These were analysed using
content analysis and served as the primary data source.

3. Results

Therefore, this study was also conducted using the netnography method (0ztdogru, 2014). In this
study, messages shared by special education teachers (or future teachers) on WhatsApp. a mobile
chat application, were considered. WhatsApp messages for 12 months: from April 2023 to April 2024,
were included in the data for For data collection, a WhatsApp chat created by students enrolled in
the "TFA Sostegno” course of the eighth cycle from various universities was analyzed. The group
included moderators who were former students from previous cycles (VI and VII, in particular). Before
beginning the analysis of chat interactions, participants were informed about the research, and they
were asked to complete a brief questionnaire to provide contextual information. The majority of the
group (98%) responded to the questionnaire. The chat group consists of 174 participants. The
maijority identified as female (86%), with the remaining 14% identifying as male. In terms of age
distribution, 38% were between 40-49 years old, 33% were 30-39, 20% were 50-59, 7% were 21-29,
and the remainder were 60 years or older. Most participants had attained a Master’s degree (68%),
while 30% reported having completed postgraduate studies, and only 2% held a high school diploma.
Regarding teaching levels, 70% of participants teach (or are enrolled to qualify to teach) at the
primary school level, 4% at preschool, 18% at lower secondary school, and 8% at upper secondary
school. In terms of teaching experience, 48% had been teaching for at least 4 years, 27% for 0-3
years, 14% were not yet teaching, 6% had 11-20 years of experience, and 5% had been teaching for
over 20 years. Once the profile of the chat participants was established, attention turned to
identifying how many members were actively engaged (i.e., contributing at least one message over
a two-week period). On average, at least 70% of participants interacted in the group (excluding emojis
or stickers) within a two-week timeframe. For this study, only written contributions in the WhatsApp
chat were considered. These messages were analyzed through content analysis, forming the primary
data source for the research.
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4. Analysis and Discussion of Data

In this study, content analysis was employed to examine the WhatsApp correspondences, which
served as the primary data source. According to Patton (2002), content analysis can be considered
a qualitative data reduction effort aimed at identifying consistent aspects of extensive data and
making sense of them. Initially, open coding was performed, resulting in the identification of fifteen
codes. In this process, the messages were individually read and coded. Subsequently, the codes were
reviewed to create subcategories, reducing the total number of codes to four macro-categories and
six subcategories. In the next phase, these codes were organized into broader themes. These themes
were then finalized and interpreted. A comparison with the literature validated the emergent themes.
The identified macro-categories are as follows:
- Discussions on specific field knowledge: Topics related to special pedagogy and school
legislation, particularly regarding inclusion.
- Discussions on school practices: Exchanges of activities, suggestions regarding approaches,
and methodologies.
- Emotional support: Motivational phrases to acknowledge efforts and achievements, as well as
expressions aimed at fostering mutual trust.
- Non-relevant messages: For example, messages about selling materials (such as books and
notes) used in various courses, as well as personal photos.

Categories Sub-categories Occurrence Percentages (of total)
Domain-specific Comparison and 23 6,2%
knowledge discussions | reflection on theoretical

issues

Regulatory comparisons | 27 7,3%

and considerations

Specific training 52 14,1%

guidance and
suggestions
Information on access 38 10,3%
to the teaching
profession.
Discussions related to Comparison of 33 9%
school practices. experiences and
educational
interventions in schools
Suggestions for 116 31,9%
classroom
activities/materials
Suggestions/sharing of 41 11,1%
inclusive extracurricular
activities/projects in the
area aimed at students.

Request to complete 8 2,2%
questionnaires.

Emotional support Words of 20 5,5%
encouragement

Non-relevant messages | Sale of materials 6 1,7%
Personal messages or 3 0,8%
photos

Total 367 100%

Table 1: macro-categories and description
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Below is an example excerpt and the corresponding initial analysis:

M1: I'd like to say what | think about what's been said recently about special classes. Premise: | am
for inclusion and | am doing the TFA; | have been trained and | am still being trained. | am doing a
placement and | am working and in the contexts where | live | am experiencing everything but
inclusion. The reflection that comes to me is this: why are we all scandalised by accepting the
proposal of differentiated classes? To be honest, | might accept it better than the pseudo-inclusive
teachers who cover up exclusive practices by passing them off as something else [...]

M2: It's true that inclusion is often a word that is spoken but not practised. Unfortunately,
compulsory schooling remains one of the few, if not the only opportunity for some children to be
with their peers. Unfortunately, nothing is left to relate to them afterwards. So what little we have
gained... | would keep it. Then the fact that it is a flawed system is well known...especially to us
support teachers [...].

M3: But | remember the words of a neuropsychiatrist during a course: “Inclusion is not about
keeping the child in the classroom at all costs, it's about giving them the same opportunities..to
learn, to grow and to have fun.

M4: We support teachers have to fight for inclusion for the whole class, not just the student we
are following, with the tools we have..Everyone is responsible for their own actions..It takes
courage and intelligence to change the school system...on a daily basis..the tools are there...it is up
to us to put them into practice.

M5: Everyone does what they can. The ICF model often talks about barriers and facilitators. When
the barriers are your own colleagues, it's difficult.

From this brief excerpt of a conversation, we analysed the occurrence of the most frequent words,
highlighting their semantic connections. Below is an example.

Text Search Query - Results Preview

a neuropsychiatrist during a course - " x.\ . The reflection that comes to
else[...]. M2 : It's true that i; and | am doing the
classes . Premize - | am inclusion \ for the whole class , not

for
teachers have to fight : < not about keeping the
IS
often a word that

| am experiencing everything but

Grafich 1: semantic analysis

What is inclusion? What they think inclusion is and how do they position themselves about it? Is there
a common understanding of the idea of inclusion? How does it fit in with the theoretical idea of
inclusion?

Some possible considerations:

- We have seen that the occurrence of categories varies considerably according to the school
period: in particular, given the recruitment of school staff or of school deadlines when certain
documentation is required, certain categories (and subcategories) increase or decrease;

- We have seen that perhaps due to a more informal environment, teachers' beliefs and
perceptions are more likely to emerge.
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5. Final reflections

This online learning community is a great example of how teachers support each other through
professional challenges, share resources and offer emotional support. However, it is difficult to
ascertain the extent to which teachers in training and in-service learn from one another in this
context. The absence of a clearly defined reference framework, coupled with the influence of
numerous uncontrollable variables, makes it difficult to accurately assess the impact of the online
community on professional development.

This study suggests that Communities of Practice Online (CdPO) could be linked to formal in-service
training initiatives, which could be beneficial. Participants questions and doubts could be tracked by
integrating these communities into structured professional development programs. These issues
could then be addressed systematically, and emerging ideas revisited during subsequent group
meetings. This approach could foster a more dynamic interplay between formal and informal learning
spaces.

The analysis highlights the immediacy with which CdPOs respond to practitioners. These
communities serve as platforms for sharing teaching materials, acquiring new knowledge, seeking
emotional support and accessing timely information. While such responsiveness is valuable, we need
to investigate further how these interactions influence teachers and practices. Without additional
data and contextual insights, the impact of the community on long-term pedagogical changes
remains uncertain.

Another intriguing avenue for exploration is the role of digital cues, such as emoticons and likes, in
fostering emotional support and cohesion within the community. Although seemingly minor, these
elements influence the tone and quality of interactions, potentially fostering mutual trust and
solidarity among members. Including these aspects in future analyses could provide valuable
insights.

In the context of continuous teacher training, the use of WhatsApp as a tool for micro-learning
represents an effective and flexible strategy. By regularly sending brief educational content—such
as theoretical insights, meaningful quotations, reflective prompts, summary sheets, or short videos—
it is possible to promote continuous, gradual, and contextualized learning. This approach, based on
frequent exposure to targeted and easily accessible materials, fosters personal reflection and
metacognitive activation regarding one’s own teaching practices. Reflections can be encouraged
individually or in a shared manner, thus stimulating peer-to-peer discussion and collaborative
knowledge construction. Moreover, micro-learning via WhatsApp allows for the enhancement of
otherwise idle moments in the workday, turning them into opportunities for accessible, immediate,
and sustainable professional development.
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1. Introduction

There is a lot of excitement in the school world these months, especially among teachers, because
of the use or non-use of artificial intelligence (Al) tools (De Kerchove, 2019). Such tools are, without
a doubt, capable of performing exceptional performances, such as the production of text, images,
objective evidence and many other cognitive products typically produced by humans (Mc Kinsey,
2020). Moreover, the technologies are now integrated into the informal and nonformal learning
appendage with which we are all equipped, the smartphone, and therefore, like it or not, everyone
finds themselves using them (Vincent- Lancrin, 2020). Over the past decade, the international
literature has highlighted the central role of digital technologies in supporting inclusive processes
and, concomitantly, the need to promote strong digital competencies in education professionals
(Touretzky et al., 2019).

The history of artificial intelligence-based “conversation models” has been, revolutionized by a new
comer in the big tech business world: OpenAl. This company was founded in December 2015 in San
Francisco, by a group of entrepreneurs, including Elon Musk CEO of Space X and Tesla, Reid
Hoffman, co-founder of LinkedIn, and Peter Thiel, co-founder of PayPal (Musk later in 2018, exited
the board).

The mission of Open Al, from its origins, is to promote and develop tools for artificial intelligence
“and ensure that artificial intelligence is an asset for all humanity,” an ambitious claim, perhaps
really too benevolent, for a for-profit venture with a character that is, as we shall see, very
aggressive and dynamic. From its origins OpenAl has focused on developing deep learning and
machine learning algorithms to process natural language (Natural Language Processing - NPL). In
2016, OpenAl introduced the Generative Pre-trained Transformer (GPT) architecture-literally
“Generative Pre-trained Transformer”-which based on initial training on a specific dataset
generates text, summaries, and natural language responses from user input (Payne, 2024).

That is, GPT acts by progressively and successively identifying the most determinant elements of
the input itself, which is why this technology is also known as the “attention network” (Vaswani, et.
Al., 2017).

As of Nov. 3, 2022, Chat GPT realise 3.5 was made available online (Chat GPT-4 was also released
on March 15), an artificial intelligence that enables it to generate very accurate natural language
responses to questions posed to it in a dialog box quite similar to those used for a text chat such as
WhatsApp.

The software architecture that enables this type of new human-computer interaction is based on
Large Language Models. This is a subdomain of Artificial Intelligence that uses machine and deep
learning applied to huge amounts of textual data to simulate-it is important to reiterate this-human
conversational responses (Rivoltella, 2020).

When a question or more generally a request is made to ChatGPT its “conversational model” uses
transformer multilayer neural network technology to process, and analyze the text of the question
by comparing it with the databases on which it has been “pre-trained” to generate, then, also based
on Web sources, its natural language response.

More specifically, “generative pre-training” (supervised machine learning), aims to provide the
system with the ability to predict according to a statistical model what the next word within a
sentence or set of sentences entered as a prompt within its dialog box will be.

A machine learning (deep learning) model specializes in processing and interpreting sequential
data, which makes it particularly valuable for natural language processing tasks, consisting
precisely of a sequence of words or syllables (Marino et al, 2020).

To protect the use of Al, the European Union has already moved to protect it by preparing the
precautionary principle with the 2020 Assessment List for Trustworthy Artificial Intelligence and
the subsequent Artificial intelligence Act (EU 2021b).

1. Responsible and ethical use of artificial intelligence and enshrine the following principles;

2. Al systems should ensure the empowerment of people and ensure adequate control
mechanisms in particular:
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- the ability - for women and men - to control processes and maintain oversight of them;
- the technological robustness and security of the systems;

- theassurance of privacy and transparent data management;

- the assurance of respect for diversity, non-discrimination and equity;

- the assurance of environmental and social well-being;

- the accountability and reliability of Al systems and their outputs.

Generative artificial intelligence, in fact, is a complex machine learning model to generate original
outputs based on the data it has been trained with (DDL - Large Language Model). However, care
must be taken with the data, which is not always controlled and therefore may give incorrect
answers. In fact, the important help of Al can improve our productivity as teachers, but it cannot
replace our function as experts and instructional mediators to students, especially those with
Special Education Needs (Fabiano, 2020).

The first priority in using Al is to know is to design the prompt well. In a prompt we need to specify:

- the command we give to the Al (it must be clear and relevant);

- the specific context (the classroom or student learning level);

- the input data we can provide to facilitate the response (any data from a problem to be
solved);

- the format in which we want the answer to be given (table, map, text, etc.).

It is not easy to center the right prompt right away: very often we will have to rephrase the request
several times before the answer we want is given. One suggestion is to ask the Al directly to
recommend the prompt that best suits our requirements (Giorgiutti, 2019).

2. Research objectives

The contribution intends to illustrate the research carried out within the Learning Technologies
laboratories of the specialization courses for the support of pupils with disabilities, established in
Italy in 2011 by the Ministry of Education.

The research, addressed to specializing teachers at the Universities of Sassari, Modena and Reggio
Emilia and Trieste, sought to investigate, in this year 2024, the impact that Al can have in the areas
of a:

1. the design of materials to be used in the classroom;

2. customization and the possibility of adapting methodologies to the different needs of
students;

3. the ways in which students’ academic progress can be assessed;

4. the possibility of offering tutoring to students to 'coach' them in learning.

3. Research design

To answer these questions, a questionnaire was administered to a sample of 262 trainees to survey
their views on the use of Al as a support for students with disabilities and other special educational
needs (SEN) and inclusive processes. The results of this survey highlight the views of trainee
teachers on the strengths and weaknesses of Al in the inclusive teaching and learning process and
as a compensatory tool for students with Special Educational Needs. The research also helps to
highlight the persistence of compensatory and individual-centered views (centered on the deficits
of individual learners) on the part of teachers, to the detriment of emancipatory processes,
individuals and contexts.

This survey aimed, therefore, to understand ideas and perceptions about the role of artificial
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intelligence in inclusive teaching/learning processes as a resource but also as a possible danger to
inclusive development.

4. Research outcomes

The guestionnaire consists of four parts with a total of 28 questions. It is anonymous and can be
completed in a few minutes. The first part collects contextual data, the second part collects
knowledge of Al, the third part collects use of Al, and the last part collects perceptions of the
impact of use and expectations.

In particular, we will only use three questions from the questionnaire here. Three questions that
specifically explore the relationship between Al and inclusive education. The first two are multiple-
choice questions with the possibility of inserting a short open-ended answer. The third is open-
ended.

To begin, it is important to note that 85% of the sample is female, while 14% is male, and only 1%
identifies as non-binary. The most represented age groups are 40-49 years, with 37.6%, and 30-39
years, with 33.5%. Following these are the 50-59 age group (18.6%), 21-29 years (7.6%), and those
aged 60 and above (2.7%).

The majority of the sample (67.3%) holds a bachelor's degree (as they are secondary school
teachers), but 29.7% also have a postgraduate qualification (such as a PhD, Master’s, or other).
Additionally, 38.8% teach at lower secondary schools, while 38.4% teach at upper secondary
schools. A further 22.8% are not currently teaching.

Despite the course being designed as a teaching qualification program, nearly half (47.3%) report
already being in the workforce, falling within the range of those with 4 to 10 years of professional
experience.

How do you think Al could be used for students with
digabilities and/ior DSAY (multiple answers possible)
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Fig. 1How do you think Al be used with students with disabilities or SEN

The first question (fig. 1), specifically referring to how Artificial Intelligence could be used
with students with disabilities or SEN, received significant responses. The answer that
gained the most consensus was “To provide tailored learning experiences for the diverse
needs and abilities of students” (179 preferences), followed by the second most chosen
answer, “To design materials for use.” Both responses highlight a fairly clear area of
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expertise among the interviewed teachers: the personalization of teaching and learning.
While the first question explored intentions, the second question reveals how Al is
actually used by teachers in training. The percentages confirm that the second option
(fig. 2), “To provide tailored learning experiences for the diverse needs and abilities of
students,” received 110 preferences, whereas the fourth option, “To design materials for
use,” gathered 124 responses.

How do you use'have you used Al for students with disabilities andior
DSA? {multiple answers possible)
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Fig. 2 How do you used Al with disabilities or DSA

When comparing the responses provided with the available literature, a strong
correspondence emerges between the perspectives identified by various authors and the
statements made by the interviewed students. Numerous studies highlight that one of
the most promising uses of Al in inclusive education is the development of personalized
assistive technologies for individuals with disabilities (Smith et al., 2023). Student
responses indicate that Machine Learning (ML) can be employed to identify effective
teaching methods by analyzing classroom interactions in real time, discovering the best
strategies for each student, and enhancing educational outcomes through personalized
instruction. Other studies emphasize how Al can enhance learning for students with
specific challenges, for example, by personalizing educational activities to support those
with learning disorders in reading, writing, and mathematics. Furthermore, Al can act as
a writing assistant for individuals with dyslexia, correcting frequent errors and adapting
teaching materials to individual needs (Zhai et al., 2023). At the same time, it can enrich
the educational experience of students from diverse cultural backgrounds by offering
personalized learning experiences and fostering their engagement in the classroom
(Salas-Pilco et al., 2022).

However, effectively using these tools does not require being “Al experts” but rather
having a clear mastery of educational objectives and teaching pathways. The
interviewed students highlighted the need for support in inclusive planning and the
personalization of educational pathways. Still, it is crucial to have a clear vision of the
desired teaching materials before assessing the potential of artificial assistants. Only a
solid understanding of educational objectives allows for the targeted and effective use of
Al, maintaining coherence between the tasks assigned to Al tools and the reference
pedagogical paradigms. Technology, therefore, should be seen as a support, not as a
substitute for educational design.

Requesting an artificial assistant to generate content without having the expertise to
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evaluate it- or without consulting expert colleagues-can lead to counterproductive
outcomes. It is essential that users can understand and interpret the results, ensuring their
appropriateness and relevance. The effective use of an artificial assistant involves several
steps: selecting the most suitable tool, formulating a prompt aligned with the objectives,
critically analyzing the output, and revising it if necessary. This approach ensures that the
human component remains central, preserving the dignity, authorship, and responsibility of
the educator in the educational process.

Artificial assistants should never be used to relieve teachers from significant tasks related
to learning and professional development. Such activities always require the direct
involvement of teachers to ensure pedagogical validity and adaptation to students’'needs.
This concept has also been emphasized in previous studies (Bocchi & Bortolotti, 2023),
which highlighted the challenges faced by special education teachers in educational
planning. Inclusive teacher training thus represents a strategic lever for promoting quality
education that fosters the inclusion of all students. Information and communication
technologies (ICT) can serve as a privileged tool for realizing this change, provided they are
integrated into thoughtful educational planning. ICT, indeed, offers powerful support for
promoting communication, learning, and breaking down barriers that lead to school
exclusion. However, they cannot replace the professionalism of teachers.

We conducted an initial exploratory analysis using NVivo14 for question 9 “How could Al
be used to support inclusion processes?” (fig. 3).
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Consistently with what was previously observed, teachers focus on Al’s ability to assist
them in the design phase, particularly regarding the personalization of educational
interventions. In fact, following a semantic analysis of the open-ended question that
specifically asked how Al could be used in inclusive learning processes, many responses
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highlighted the support it could provide in personalization, goal identification, and
subsequent planning. The words identified as most significant were: personalization,
tool, learning (fig. 4.5,6).

5.Final reflections

The survey revealed that 33% of the sample have never used Al for inclusive teaching, while 14.6%
have never taught at all. Moreover, 64% of respondents reported that they have rarely or never
used Al in the past, emphasizing the pressing need for specific training on the application of Al in
education. The sample consisted of teachers in training from the support TFA programs in Sassari,
Trieste, and Modena-Reggio Emilia. Moving forward, it would be valuable to extend the survey to
include in-service teachers, not just those in TFA support training, to gain a more comprehensive
perspective. Al can play a significant role in customizing lessons to meet the individual needs of
students and designing innovative teaching materials. It is also a compensatory tool, providing
tailored learning experiences and facilitating the inclusion of students with Special Educational
Needs (SEN). Teachers are increasingly aware of the potential of Al for inclusive teaching and can
identify its functional applications in this context. However, creating literacy in the use of Al is
essential to maximize its effectiveness. While it has the potential to transform traditional didactic
methods, it raises the question of whether Al alone is sufficient or if broader pedagogical changes
are needed to truly revolutionize teaching practices.

The introduction of ChatGPT and other artificial intelligence technologies has marked a
turning point for teachers participating in specialization courses for support activities,
pushing them to update their skills and critically reflect on the impact of these tools in
education. Although the application of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in the education of
students with disabilities and Special Educational Needs is still an emerging field of
research, its potential is increasingly recognized. However, the use of Al to develop
personalized support for individuals with disabilities remains limited, due to scarce
academic research in this area, the lack of specialized training programs for professionals,
and the absence of regulations specifically designed to protect the most vulnerable users.
The potential of Al in learning strongly resonates with the goal of promoting inclusive
education, as highlighted by prominent international organizations such as UNESCO
(2021) and the European Union (2023). This underscores the urgency of incorporating Al
into teacher training programs to ensure that pedagogical practices can fully benefit from
its capabilities. Nonetheless, one of the main current challenges lies in the limited
knowledge of AIED (Artificial Intelligence in Education) among educators. Most teachers
lack the necessary expertise to use it effectively, and specific training programs,
particularly during initial teacher education, are still scarce (Hrastinski et al., 2019). Recent
studies indicate that the teacher training period is critical in shaping attitudes toward
AIED, a key factor in ensuring its educational effectiveness once teachers enter the
profession (Yang & Chen, 2023).

In conclusion, the targeted use of Al in specific educational areas offers a dual benefit: on
the one hand, it relieves educators from repetitive and burdensome tasks; on the other, it
fosters continuous improvement of teaching materials through the flexibility and
adaptability of digital resources. A conscious use of Al also significantly reduces
unnecessary cognitive load, enabling teachers to focus on the most meaningful aspects
of their profession.
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Teaching and Learning Centers (TLCs) are specialized facilities established in many universities and
higher education institutions to support and enhance the quality of teaching and learning. Over the
past fifty years, TLCs have undergone significant evolution, shifting from traditional pedagogical
approaches to innovative models that address the changing demands of education.
In Italy, the development of TLCs has been strongly influenced by the strategic initiatives of ANVUR
(National Agency for the Evaluation of Universities and Research Institutes) and MIUR (Ministry
of Education, University, and Research). This paper seeks to examine the role of TLCs with a
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1. Introduction

The fast-paced transformation of educational paradigms in the 21st century has prompted a
reimagining of traditional approaches to teacher education. Higher education institutions worldwide
increasingly acknowledge the need to prepare educators with the skills to navigate diverse classroom
environments, integrate digital technologies effectively, and create inclusive learning spaces. In this
evolving landscape, Teaching and Learning Centers (TLCs) have gained prominence as critical hubs
for pedagogical innovation and professional development.

TLCs serve as dynamic platforms bridging the divide between academic research and teaching
practice, fostering a mutually beneficial relationship for educators and learners alike. They provide
focused support in areas such as faculty education, curriculum development, and the implementation
of forward-thinking teaching methodologies. Evidence from global contexts highlights TLCs' capacity
to elevate the quality of education by encouraging interdisciplinary collaboration and the adoption of
evidence-based practices (Liberman, 2005; Coryell, 2016). In Europe, the pivotal role of TLCs has been
emphasized by the European University Association’s initiatives to strengthen the teaching mission
of universities (Lotti et al., 2022).

Initially, TLCs focused on enhancing traditional pedagogical techniques, but their scope has since
broadened. Today, they address diverse challenges, including integrating digital tools into teaching,
promoting inclusive education, and supporting educators in adapting to hybrid and online learning
environments. For instance, the development of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) and blended
learning frameworks are often spearheaded by TLCs (Austin, 2023).

In Italy, the growing relevance of TLCs aligns with the country’s ongoing efforts to modernize its
teacher education system. Recent reforms, influenced by European policies such as the Next
Generation EU initiative and Italy’s National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP), underscore the
necessity of integrating theoretical knowledge with hands-on experience. These reforms highlight
the need for adaptability in teacher education to meet the demands of evolving educational contexts
(Bertagna & Magni, 2022).

One of the primary goals of TLCs is to bridge the gap between academic disciplines and practical
teaching by providing interdisciplinary platforms. These Centers offer services such as personalized
consultations, workshops, and curriculum development support. They also facilitate collaborative
research projects that align with institutional teaching missions, thus fostering a culture of
continuous improvement in educational practices (Lotti et al., 2022).

Moreover, TLCs play a critical role in supporting professional development through structured
programs that enhance teaching competencies. By facilitating knowledge sharing and collaboration
among educators, these Centers help create professional learning communities. These communities
encourage the exchange of best practices, thus elevating the overall quality of teaching and learning
(Kowalczuk-Waledziak et al., 2019).

A particularly significant development in this area is Italy’s Law no. 79/2022, which introduced a
revamped framework for initial teacher education. Within this framework, TLCs are emerging as
instrumental in advancing professional competencies, promoting reflective practices, and supporting
the alignment of pedagogical strategies with contemporary educational goals. These Centers not only
enhance the academic and practical education of future teachers but also encourage the adoption of
inclusive teaching practices that address the needs of increasingly diverse classrooms.

By analyzing their roles, operational challenges, and future potential, the study sheds light on how
TLCs can shape a teacher education system that is adaptive, inclusive, and of high quality.
Furthermore, it explores the ways TLCs can serve as catalysts for bridging gaps in teacher
preparation, ensuring that educators are well-equipped to thrive in an ever-changing educational
landscape.

Educational Consulting Activities | Research Activities Teaching Support

Activities Activities

Develop and deliver | Provide guidance to | Conduct studies on | Assist in creating

workshops on | faculty onintegrating | the impact of | effective course
teaching innovations
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innovative teaching | technology into the | on student | materials and lesson
methodologies. classroom. outcomes. plans.

Design and  run | Offer one-on-one | Publish findings in | Support faculty in
professional consulting toimprove | academic  journals | using learning
development teaching strategies. | and present at | management
programs for conferences. systems (LMS).
educators.

Facilitate Provide strategic | Collaborate on | Organize peer
collaborative learning | advice on curriculum | interdisciplinary observation
initiatives among | design. research projects programs for faculty
educators. development.

Create education | Offer expertise on | Conduct research on | Develop  resources
sessions on | assessment and | student engagement | for faculty on best
inclusivity and | evaluation methods. | and learning efficacy. | teaching practices.
diversity in

education.

Table 1: types of activities/actions of Teaching and Learning Centers

2. Educational Reforms in Italy. A brief overview

As mentioned in the paragraph below, law no. 79/2022 marked a turning point in Italian teacher
education, aligning with European initiatives like the Next Generation EU and the National Recovery
and Resilience Plan. These reforms introduced a comprehensive restructuring of teacher education
to better address the challenges of the modern classroom. Central to this initiative was the
establishment of a new one-year, 60 ECTS initial teacher education course, designed to provide a
balanced integration of theory, pedagogy. and practice.

The new program emphasizes practical placements, constituting 20 of the 60 ECTS, including 15 CFU
for direct classroom teaching and 5 CFU for related activities. This hands-on component ensures that
future educators gain invaluable real-world experience under the guidance of experienced mentors.
Alongside this, the curriculum incorporates 16 CFU for subject-specific didactics and methodologies,
10 CFU for pedagogical disciplines, 3 CFU for language and digital competencies, 2 CFU for school
legislation, 3 CFU for inclusive education, and 4 CFU for psycho-socio-anthropological disciplines
(Lotti & Serbati, 2022).

The reforms also introduce strategic partnerships between schools, universities, and Teaching and
Learning Centers to facilitate a seamless transition for new educators. By leveraging the expertise of
TLCs, these collaborations ensure that teacher education programs are aligned with contemporary
educational needs and standards. The curriculum’s design reflects a deliberate effort to integrate
interdisciplinary approaches, equipping teachers to navigate complex classroom environments
effectively (Connelly, 2023).

Additionally, these reforms aim to address long-standing systemic issues in teacher recruitment and
retention by creating a streamlined education pathway. This pathway is intended to attract motivated
individuals and accelerate their entry into the teaching profession. The inclusion of digital literacy and
inclusive education modules further underscores the program'’s responsiveness to evolving societal
and technological demands. Local experimentation and feedback mechanisms are also integral to this
reform agenda, enabling regional adaptations while maintaining national standards. Such flexibility
allows for the testing and refinement of innovative teaching practices, ensuring that the education
remains dynamic and relevant.
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10 CFU 3 CFU 3 CFU 4 CFU 2 CFU 2 CFU

Pedagogical | Language- Inclusive Psycho-socio- | Teaching School

disciplines digital education anthropological | methodologies | legislation
disciplines disciplines

16 CFU

Didactics of the disciplines and methodologies referring to the class
20 CFU internship

Direct: 15 cfu (180 calssroom hours)

Indirect: 5 cfu

Table 2: the new initial teacher education courses

3. The Role of TLCs in Initial Teacher Education

Teacher education is fundamental to ensuring effective student learning, as strong teaching
practices directly influence educational outcomes. Over time, the traditional teacher-centered
approach has evolved into a student-centered model, emphasizing the active role of learners in the
educational process. Today, learning is viewed as a continuous and dynamic process that leverages
students’ personal potential, with the ultimate goal of holistic development—not only academic but
also personal and professional. This objective aligns with the “third mission” of universities, which
extends beyond academia to contribute to societal and cultural growth through education and
research (Felisatti & Serbati, 2015; Darling-Hammond & Lieberman, 2012).

The teaching paradigm has shifted from a purely transmissive model, where a good professor is
someone well-versed in disciplinary content, to an outcome-based approach that prioritizes student
learning. Effective educators are now expected to create engaging and stimulating learning
environments, set clear learning objectives, and employ diverse teaching methods to bridge prior
knowledge with new content through an interdisciplinary approach (European Commission, 2017).
Teaching and Learning Centers (TLCs) play a fundamental role in the successful implementation of
Italy’s reformed teacher education program, serving as essential hubs for connecting theoretical
frameworks with practical application. These Centers provide a robust infrastructure that supports
the comprehensive development of future educators, addressing key aspects of faculty development,
curriculum design, and practical education. In terms of faculty development, TLCs offer targeted
professional learning opportunities, including workshops, seminars, and mentoring programs, that
equip educators with innovative pedagogical strategies and digital competencies. These initiatives
encourage the adoption of evidence-based practices designed to enhance student engagement and
inclusivity, while personalized feedback and coaching ensure faculty remain responsive to evolving
educational demands (Coryell, 2016; Lotti & Lampugnani, 2020). TLCs also contribute significantly to
curriculum innovation by collaborating with academic departments to create interdisciplinary
programs that integrate rigorous theoretical content with practical relevance. Through embedding
experiential learning opportunities, they enable pre-service teachers to develop critical reflective
practices and a deeper understanding of classroom dynamics, ensuring a well-rounded approach to
teacher preparation (Connelly, 2023). Additionally, TLCs are instrumental in supporting practical
placements, a cornerstone of Italy’s new teacher education model. By fostering partnerships with
local schools, they organize structured internships where pre-service teachers gain hands-on
experience in classrooms, supported by mentorship frameworks that facilitate professional growth
and contextualized learning (Lotti et al., 2022). Beyond these contributions, TLCs drive the integration
of digital tools and platforms into teacher education. Leveraging data analytics, they assess the
effectiveness of teaching methods and adapt education programs to reflect evidence from classroom
interactions, aligning with global trends and best practices in education (Austin, 2023). Importantly,
TLCs serve as “bridging institutions” within universities, connecting often-isolated departments and
disciplines, and fostering interdisciplinary collaboration that is critical in today’s interconnected
world. At the same time, they strengthen ties between academia and the school system, linking
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educational research with classroom practice and creating innovative education pathways that
prepare educators to address the complexities of 21st-century teaching. This dual focus on
interdisciplinary collaboration and practical integration highlights the transformative potential of
TLCs in shaping a more inclusive, innovative, and effective teacher education system in Italy. Their
ability to unite stakeholders, including schoolteachers, university researchers, and academics across
disciplines, underscores their pivotal role in building a teacher education framework that aligns with
the demands of contemporary education while fostering lifelong learning and professional growth.

4. Case Study:TLCsin Italy

In Italy, Teaching and Learning Centers (TLCs) have played a transformative role in reimagining
teacher education. Universities hosting these Centers have observed significant advancements in the
guality of teaching practices and educational outcomes. By offering an array of support services such
as workshops, seminars, and consultations, TLCs guide both novice and experienced educators in
adopting effective teaching methodologies (Kowalczuk-Waledziak et al., 2019). Despite these
successes, challenges such as resistance to change and the need for stable funding persist.

The University of Bergamo: CQIIA

An exemplary TLC in Italy is the Centro per la Qualita dell'lnsegnamento, dell'iInnovazione Didattica e
dell’Apprendimento (CQIIA) at the University of Bergamo. Officially inaugurated in 2023, CQIIA builds
upon the foundation of the Centro per la Qualita dell'lnsegnamento e dell’Apprendimento (CQIA),
established in 2005. This center embodies the University of Bergamo’s dedication to meeting evolving
educational challenges through an innovative, multifaceted approach that prioritizes teaching
excellence, professional development, and lifelong learning.
The CQIIA operates through three primary sections, each addressing distinct facets of higher
education and teacher education:

1. School and Teacher Education: Focused on developing, coordinating, and implementing
programs for educational institutions across levels, this section promotes collaboration with
specialized laboratories. These include IperDEA, which emphasizes inclusion and accessibility,
and MatNet, which specializes in mathematics education and its applications.

2. Educational Innovation and Digitalization: This section drives the adoption of innovative
teaching strategies and digital tools, equipping educators with the methodologies needed to
create dynamic and effective learning experiences.

3. Faculty Development: Designed to enhance the professional skills of university faculty, this
section offers tailored programs and resources to support excellence in teaching, research,
and academic management.

The CAQIIA serves as a hub for fostering interdisciplinary collaboration, promoting inclusivity, and
integrating innovative practices into teacher education. By offering workshops, seminars, and one-
on-one consultations, the center empowers educators to adopt research-based teaching strategies
and digital tools. For example, education programs on platforms like Moodle and Teams facilitate the
creation of dynamic online learning environments that enhance student engagement.

Moreover, the CQIIA actively supports inclusive education through partnerships with student
organizations to develop accessible course materials and adaptive technologies. These initiatives
align with broader efforts to ensure equity in education and prepare teachers to address the diverse
needs of their students.

Beyond its impact at the University of Bergamo, the CQIIA plays a crucial role in regional and national
educational strategies. In the Lombardy region, the center collaborates with educational institutions
to promote STEM education, sustainability, and digital literacy. At the national level, the CQIIA
participates in networks supported by the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP), contributing
to the development of standardized frameworks and best practices in teacher education.
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Despite its achievements, the CQIIA faces challenges such as resource constraints and resistance to
pedagogical innovation among some educators. Addressing these issues requires continued
institutional investment and strategic partnerships with stakeholders.

Looking forward, the CQIIA aims to expand its influence by integrating emerging technologies, such
as artificial intelligence and data analytics, into its programs. These advancements could further
personalize professional development and enhance teaching effectiveness. Additionally, the center
plans to strengthen its international collaborations, contributing to global discussions on educational
innovation.

Through its comprehensive approach and sustained efforts, the CQIIA exemplifies the transformative
role of TLCs in shaping teacher education. It stands as a model for how higher education institutions
can adapt to contemporary challenges while fostering excellence in teaching and learning.

5. Conclusion

The integration of Teaching and Learning Centers (TLCs) such as the CAQIIA into Italy’s teacher
education framework underscores their transformative potential in addressing the evolving demands
of education. These Centers provide a bridge between theoretical knowledge and practical
application, fostering interdisciplinary collaboration and enhancing the quality of teaching practices.
By promoting professional development and supporting educators in adopting innovative
pedagogical strategies, TLCs address critical gaps in traditional teacher education models.

TLCs demonstrate their value not only in improving individual teaching competencies but also in
creating institutional cultures that prioritize continuous learning and innovation. Centers like the
CQllA, with their focus on digital tools and inclusive education, exemplify how TLCs can adapt to
broader societal and technological shifts, ensuring that educators are well-prepared to navigate
diverse and dynamic classroom environments.

However, challenges persist. Resistance to change and limited resources continue to impede the
broader adoption of TLC-led initiatives. Overcoming these challenges requires sustained institutional
support, increased funding, and strategic partnerships with both public and private stakeholders
(Murray et Al., 2019). Building a robust evidence base to measure the long-term impact of TLCs on
teacher quality and student outcomes will also be crucial for securing their role in education policy
and practice.

Ensuring the long-term sustainability of Italy’s TLCs represents a significant challenge, particularly
beyond the initial funding allocated through the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR). While
the investments provided by the PNRR have established a robust foundation for the development of
TLCs, their continued success depends on strategic measures that promote ongoing professional
development and adaptive policy frameworks. A crucial aspect of sustainability is institutional
integration, which involves embedding TLCs within the structural framework of universities. This
process requires the establishment of permanent funding mechanisms within university budgets and
the development of partnerships with both public and private organizations to secure long-term
financial stability. Policy alignment is equally vital, ensuring that TLCs remain integrated within
national educational strategies, particularly through compliance with ANVUR's quality assurance
frameworks and continuous engagement with the Ministry of Education and other regulatory bodies.
Furthermore, international collaborations play a pivotal role in enhancing the sustainability of TLCs.
Engaging with global networks facilitates access to best practices, innovative pedagogical strategies,
and additional funding opportunities. This global exchange fosters institutional resilience and
strengthens the role of TLCs in advancing pedagogical innovation. By implementing these strategies,
ltaly’s TLCs can transition into self-sustaining entities, ensuring their continued contribution to
teacher education and instructional excellence in the long term.

Looking forward, the expansion of TLCs' scope into emerging areas such as artificial intelligence, data
analytics, and global collaboration offers significant opportunities for growth. By leveraging these
technologies, TLCs can personalize teacher education, provide targeted feedback, and enhance the
scalability of their programs. Furthermore, fostering international networks will allow Centers like
CQllA to exchange best practices and contribute to a global dialogue on education innovation.
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In conclusion, the role of TLCs in reshaping teacher education in Italy is both significant and
promising. By addressing systemic challenges, adapting to emerging trends, and maintaining a
commitment to quality and inclusivity, TLCs stand as exemplars of how higher education institutions
can evolve to meet the needs of educators and students alike. Through their sustained efforts, TLCs
will continue to play a pivotal role in shaping the future of education, ensuring its relevance and
effectiveness in an ever-changing world (Roberts, 2013).
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1. Work today: some data

Numerous emerging phenomena characterize late modernity. Over the past 30 years, Italian society
has undergone significant transformations, particularly in terms of increased job insecurity,
fragmentation, and flexibility in the labor market (Vinciguerra, 2022).

The general crisis of certaintys has also affected the ways, places, and times of work.

The transition into the labor market already appears uncertain.

In fact, according to ISTAT data, in 2023, the employment rate in Italy grew significantly, becoming
comparable to that of other European economies. Compared to 2019, employment has increased by
2.3%. However, Italy still maintains a high share of workers in vulnerable conditions. This vulnerability
is primarily linked to the number of involuntary part-time workers, low wages, and short contract
durations.

In 2023, the percentage of workers engaged in involuntary part-time jobs amounted to 17.6% of the
population. Italy ranks last among European countries in terms of average wage levels.

According to the Indagine sul Reddito e le Condizioni di Vita (EU-SILC), in 2022, 8.5% of workers,
equivalent to 11.5% of the population, lived in households at risk of poverty. These conditions are
closely associated with education levels, which significantly influence individuals' economic stability.
The data paints a picture of generalized uncertainty in which job and economic precariousness fuel
emotional and relational instability. This situation fosters a new attitude toward the future, marked by
a decline in hope, which manifests itself primarily in the difficulty of formulating a life project. Based
on the observations presented so far, it is evident that the discrepancy between striving for the future
and uncertainty about tomorrow perpetuates a dynamic of anxiety and distrust. This often translates
into forms of stagnation and immobilization. Such processes determine the future as an unattainable
utopia, with an increasing loss of hope replaced by resignation (Bauman, 2006, tr. it., 2009). This
phenomenon also affects current work dynamics, contributing to the growing risk of burnout.

Amid this precariousness, young people face significant challenges in transitioning to adulthood.
Traditionally, this developmental phase is characterized by achieving economic independence,
leaving the family of origin, establishing a family of one’s own, and formulating a personal life plan.
However, in the national context, in addition to job insecurity, there is a significant percentage of
young people classified as NEETs (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) individuals seemingly
unable to cultivate personal projects.

More broadly, this condition appears to have caused widespread disaffection toward work. In this
regard, the 2024 Censis Report highlights a “downgrading of work’s value, no longer the epicenter of
lives and aspirations, but relegated to being just one of many activities that form the daily puzzle of
individual lives” (Censis, 2024, p. 5).

Despite the increase in the employment rate in Italy, greater professional stability, and a rising female
workforce presence, the relationship with work remains ambiguous and contradictory. This paradox,
as the report indicates, stems from changing habits and lifestyles, which have created a tension
toward pursuing subjective well-being. Within this framework, work, on the one hand, represents an
expression of individual potential and a rewarding, meaningful experience. On the other hand, it is
perceived as an obstacle to achieving personal well-being, seen as overwhelming and insufficiently
fulfilling.

2. The contemporary proliferation of Burnout Syndrome

The current contradiction in the perception of work as both a value and a disvalue for individuals is
mainly attributable to the profound social, cultural, and economic changes that have reshaped
individual and organizational perceptions of work (Maslach, Leiter, 1997, tr. it. 2000). Today, many
workplaces prioritize short-term economic and financial profits over investing in the growth of their
resources and the long-term improvement of work environments. Instead of focusing on excellence
in products and fostering a sense of community, there is a preference forinvesting in cash flow (Rossi,
2008).
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Some of the driving forces behind these changes in the world of work include the globalization of the
economy, technological advancement, shifts in power distribution within workplaces, and the decline
in the sense of belonging (McMillan, Chavis, 1986). The acceleration of globalization since the 1980s
has led to the decentralization of industrial production away from local communities. Expanded
communication and transportation systems, the removal of trade barriers, and the pressure exerted
by multinational corporations have been key factors in a complex process that has redefined the
concept of work.

Globalization drives increasingly competitive production methods, creating additional pressures on
workers. To keep up with the relentless pace demanded, workers often extend their working hours
and take on more tasks, which are frequently ungratifying.

The challenges associated with the decentralization of work and the conditions of workers inevitably
contribute to the erosion of the sense of belonging. This disconnection fosters disengagement and a
loss of trust in the organization a process further exacerbated by technological advancements. The
increased use of sophisticated machines and software reduces interpersonal interactions and the
human resources employed in organizational contexts. Many tasks are now performed with the aid of
technology, to the detriment of human labor, which is often deemed less efficient and more costly.
This reliance on technology frequently coincides with inadequate training for employees on using new
tools, slowing down task execution due to the misalignment of human and technological timelines.
Another significant factor contributing to the transformation of workplace dynamics is the
redistribution of power. Human resource management has become increasingly rigid, focusing
exclusively on economic productivity. Systems have grown more self-centered and hierarchical,
leading to a decline in professionals' autonomy (Leiter, Maslach, 1999). This is compounded by the
diminishing power of labor unions, which struggle to adequately address workers' needs and rights
under the growing pressures from companies and their managers.

Against this backdrop of significant changes in the world of work, there has been a proliferation of
burnout syndrome (Maslach, Leiter, 2006), primarily caused by a disconnect between economic and
productive values on one side and human values on the other. The rapid adaptation required to these
changes, often without adequate training, negatively impacts the individual well-being of human
resources and the overall health of the workplace.

This issue is particularly relevant in today’'s education system, which is increasingly focused on
pursuing success (in terms of education) and measurable outcomes (in learning achievements), while
paying insufficient attention to the holistic flourishing of individuals (Nussbaum, 2010, tr. it. 2011) and
the processes involving adult educators.

3. Burnout at school: a pedagogical interest

As is well known, burnout is a psychodynamic construct that can be understood as a response to
chronic interpersonal stressors experienced in the workplace. It goes beyond the concept of stress,
a term widely used even in common language. While stress involves a resistance and adaptation
response to a challenging situation in an attempt to regain equilibrium, the experience of burnout
entails a state of exhaustion caused by prolonged exposure to the stressor, where the individual's
energy investment proves insufficient to cope with the intensity of the stimulus (Selye, 1976). Unlike
stress, which is temporary, burnout is characterized by a prolonged, chronic condition of vulnerability
resulting from the inability to adapt to external demands, sometimes leading to the onset of
psychopathologies.

What decisively differentiates these two experiences is the interpersonal dimension present in
burnout. Burnout specifically affects help professions, those occupations centered around human
relationships with others.

For this reason, although this construct has been extensively studied in psychological literature, it
has recently attracted growing interest from pedagogical perspectives. This interest is supported by
a gradual departure from the tendency to pathologize human behavior and the emergence of a new,
more holistic and community-oriented approach to social phenomena.
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In this framework, risk conditions, specifically referring to burnout in educational professions, are no
longer attributed to subjective variables but rather to the complex interplay of environmental and
relational factors.

In educational accompaniment and caregiving work, relationships—both as a determinant of and
determined by educational practice—are essential, providing the ground for nurturing new and
unprecedented existential possibilities. However, these relationships also pose potential risks.
According to Figley (2002), in caregiving relationships, educators experience tension from the other’s
experiences and emotional overload, leading to a loss of personal and professional equilibrium and
the depletion of cognitive, emotional, and physical energy.

Sandrin (2004) identifies four phases in the onset of burnout in caregiving professions: unrealistic
enthusiasm, a state resembling infatuation, characterized by strong idealization of work, significant
group belonging, and mechanisms of identification with the client; stagnation, arises when signs of
fatigue begin to appear due to a process of disillusionment; frustration, marked by the emergence of
feelings of helplessness and guilt; disengagement, the final phase, involving a gradual emotional and
professional detachment and a loss of work affection, accompanied by feelings of suffering, cynicism,
and indifference.

At the root of these phases lies the centrality of the emotional dimension, particularly the concepts
of emotional dissonance and emotional involvement.

These considerations become even more significant when focusing on the work of teachers, those
professionals of educational care whose roles unfold within the dimensions of teaching and
educational accompaniment. Teaching, and the school system more broadly, have undergone
profound transformations in response to the significant social and cultural changes of the past
century.

Today, teachers face numerous demands, not only related to the teaching-learning process but also
increasingly centered on the educational relationship. A teacher’'s work is characterized by a
multitude of relationships and interactions within their environment. In this context, Brown and Ralph
(1998, cited in Botticelli et al., 2012) highlight that teachers’ primary psychosocial risks stem from their
relationships with students, colleagues, parents, and the broader community.

According to the authors, the risk of teacher burnout is closely linked to the multiplicity of
relationships at various levels within the school context and organizational factors that do not always
promote individual and community well-being.

4. Towards communities pedagogical teacher education

The social and cultural changes that have impacted and continue to influence the school system, the
evident struggles of educational institutions, and the increasing difficulties faced by adults have
fueled the national and international pedagogical debate about the need for adequate training to
define a new profile of teacher identity (Tempesta, 2018). Although studies in Teacher Education have
identified the factors contributing to this professional identity, there remains a significant challenge
in applying these principles to training processes.

Training programs for teachers in the Italian school system remain anchored to inductive and
applicative models, neglecting the cyclical framework of intentionality in teaching, which is founded
on pragmatic, epistemic-methodological, and educational-relational dimensions. Schools and
therefore teacher training remain focused on students' learning outcomes while neglecting the
teacher, who is often seen solely as the “holder-reproducer of disciplinary knowledge” (ivi, p. 57).
Institutionalized forms of initial teacher preparation, in-service training, and systemic actions in
continuous professional development remain disorganized and contradictory. They primarily aim to
improve student learning outcomes, inadvertently increasing teachers’ stress and job dissatisfaction
while acronyms that dominate ministerial initiatives proliferate.

Even today, training initiatives appear not only fragmented but also primarily focused on the individual
dimension of teacher burnout. Burnout is treated as a personal problem, and the primary goal of
educational and training initiatives is the enhancement of knowledge and skills, with little attention
paid to processes and environmental or relational variables.
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More than ever before, the focus on the community dimension in understanding social phenomena
calls for designing teacher training programs that center the relationship between individuals and
their context (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, tr. it. 1986).

Teacher training programs should pursue three main objectives, each tied to a distinct dimension:

- individual dimension: this involves guiding teachers toward rediscovering their professional
vocation and ethos. The aim is to foster a professional life that highlights the most intrinsic
characteristics of the individual (Stein, 1959, tr. it. 2012) and that directs their personal and
professional choices and practices;

- interpersonal dimension: this focuses on the relational dynamics within the school
environment. Training initiatives should enhance emotional-relational competencies
(Simeone, 2017) not only for teachers but for all members of the school community. Given the
central role of emotional and relational dimensions in burnout, there is a need to establish
authentic relationships based on empathy and mutual recognition (Bellingreri, 2017). Training
programs should include tools for assessment, enabling the evaluation of abilities to perceive,
understand, use, and manage emotions at both individual and relational levels. Additionally,
they should offer training activities aimed at learning and strengthening emotional skills
(D'Addelfio, 2022);

- community dimension: this reflects a fundamental principle of schools: being a community of
people and practices. Social education becomes central as an indispensable endeavor without
which the ultimate goal of human flourishing cannot be achieved (Stein, 1926-1933, tr. it. 2017).
This principle can be operationalized through initiatives that foster virtuous alliances among
schools, families, and the broader community (Pati, 2019).

The concept of shared responsibility refers to “the personal, group, and institutional capacity to
autonomously and creatively engage in various formal and informal experiences, contributing to the
ideation and implementation of new development and action models” (Pati, 2011, p. 25 ff.). This can
be achieved through pedagogical actions aimed at community development, which base educational
practices on the involvement of all stakeholders in the school community and the creation or
maintenance of a shared vision and collective sentiment.

The pedagogical training of teachers requires not only the acquisition of knowledge and skills, but
also a methodological orientation that guides professional practice. The primary objective is to train
adult educators to be reflective professionals capable of acting through a problematic and complex
approach to reality (Schon, 1993). Pedagogical training therefore takes the form of a continuous
reflection on practice, so that the acquired competences can be put into practice under different
conditions. This is possible through the interweaving of learning and experience in training courses.
The pedagogical training of teachers is based on a community approach, understood as a
methodological direction for education. This means that pedagogical training is based on the
interdependence between the person and the context, making use of the relationships that develop
in the school context. In fact, from a pedagogical point of view, it does not seem sufficient for teacher
education to work exclusively on the professional with an individualistic approach. To be truly
pedagogical, it requires the involvement of the whole school community and the development of
relational, social and emotional skills. The basic assumption is that the community, as a constitutive
part of the human structure, represents both a direction of meaning and a method for education
(Stein, 1922, tr. it. 1996).
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1. Introduction

The FOOTT PRINTTS (Focus on Teacher Training - Practical Guidelines for In-Service Teacher
Trainers) Erasmus+ KA2 project plays a crucial role in addressing contemporary challenges faced by
the European education sector. The demand for Continuous Professional Development (CPD) has
grown significantly in recent years, as teachers face new challenges, such as adapting to rapidly
evolving educational technologies, addressing diverse student needs, and ensuring inclusive
education (Petar, 2024; Awang-Hashim et al., 2019; Pramastiwi et al., 2018). The project, a
cooperative initiative involving seven countries — Austria, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Poland
and Portugal - was designed to enhance CPD for teacher trainers and consequently educators.
Teacher training institutions are now focusing on innovative approaches to ensure that CPD is
accessible, relevant, and practical. The FOOTT PRINTTS project responds to these needs by
generating empirical data on CPD in six European countries (AT, DE, DN, GR, PL, PT). The need for
effective CPD is particularly critical considering the global teacher shortage, with many educators
leaving the profession due to burnout or lack of support (Craig, Hill-Jackson, & Kwok, 2023). FOOTT
PRINTTS aims to create evidence based practical guidelines that empower teacher trainers and
ensure they are equipped to address these evolving challenges.

The mapping of partner countries in the FOOTT PRINTTS project’ provides valuable insights into how
CPD quality is influenced by various contextual conditions. For instance, centralized CPD systems in
Austria and France contrast with more decentralized, regional and school-driven approaches in
Denmark and Portugal, demonstrating how governance structures shape the design and delivery of
CPD. Similarly, participation requirements, such as mandatory CPD in most countries versus the
optional model in Denmark, highlight differences in policy priorities. Funding models also vary, with
national budgets, municipal co-financing, and EU-supported initiatives playing significant roles in
different contexts. These differences underscore the importance of adapting CPD to local needs
while maintaining a commitment to high-quality standards. This diversity reflects the strength of the
FOOTT PRINTTS project, which brings together public, private, and university stakeholders to create
areliable and inclusive framework for European CPD.

Chapter 2 discusses the different quality dimensions with a focus on trainer competence. Chapter 3
will explain the methods used and present key topics addressed in the FOOTT PRINTTS survey. The
final chapter provides a summary of the quality dimensions investigated in this project.

2. The different quality dimensions of CPD

Defining the quality of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) depends largely on the scope of
analysis. Some studies define CPD quality by examining its outcomes, such as the impact on student
achievement, transformations in pedagogical practices, or the enhancement of school and
institutional quality (GUmus & Bellibas, 2019; Balmer, 2017). Other studies emphasize process quality
of CPD, focusing on content, trainer competence, adult learning, network facilitation, digitization, and
collaboration (OECD TALIS, 2018/2020; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Lipowski & Rzejak, 2017;
Meyer, Kleinicht, & Richter, 2020; Stoll et al., 2006).

This paper adopts a comprehensive approach by drawing from both perspectives, placing a particular
emphasis on elements that require increasing attention in CPD within the 21st century—a period
marked by digitization (Montero-Mesa et al., 2023; Petar, 2024; Rzejak et al., 2024) and the
emergence of new forms of collaboration and learning. Among these elements, trainer competence
is of particular interest, given the central role trainers play in CPD. They serve not only as content
experts but also as coaches, network facilitators, and critical friends, fostering an environment
conducive to professional growth and peer collaboration.

The FOOTT PRINTTS research project identifies and elaborates on four central dimensions shaping
CPD quality: the teacher, the teacher trainer, educational policy, and socio-cultural contexts. These

TFOOTT PRINTTS. (2024). Literature review. Retrieved from https://foottprintts.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/FOOTT-PRINTTS-
Literature-Review.pdf
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dimensions influence the conditions under which professional development occurs and is
subsequently implemented in diverse classrooms and learning environments. Graph 1 illustrates the
interdependencies between the four dimensions and underscores the importance of aligning CPD
practices with the needs of various stakeholders.
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Graphic 1: FOOTT PRINTTS Quality Dimensions of CPD. Author’s work.

Recent findings from literature research? and the mapping of partner countries highlight several
critical factors contributing to CPD quality:

1.

Teacher-Centric CPD: CPD programs that align with individual teachers' professional learning
needs and career progression pathways enhance motivation and engagement. Tailored support
mechanisms, such as diagnostic tools like Portugal’s Selfie for Schools, have been particularly
effective in addressing specific developmental needs.

Trainer Expertise and Continuous Development: Ensuring the competence of CPD trainers is a
priority across partner countries. For instance, in Poland, national regulations mandate specific
qualifications and ongoing professional development for trainers. Similarly, North Rhine-
Westphalia (Germany) requires trainers to complete structured training programs to qualify as
moderators or school development coaches.

Digitization and Innovative Learning Contexts: Digitization has transformed CPD delivery
methods, enabling blended learning approaches and fostering collaboration within schools as

well as across geographically dispersed participants. Initiatives such as NRW's “Digital Offensive”

2 FOOTT PRINTTS. (2024). Literature review. Retrieved from https://foottprintts.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/FOOTT-PRINTTS-
Literature-Review.pdf
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underscore the integration of technology into CPD practices, preparing teachers for digitally
enriched learning environments.

4. Socio-Cultural and Institutional Adaptability: CPD initiatives must consider the socio-cultural
contexts of schools and communities. The inclusion of equity-focused practices, such as
Greece's integration of diverse learning needs into CPD frameworks, demonstrates the necessity
of adapting CPD to varied educational settings. Furthermore, school development efforts that
are tailored to meet specific institutional needs emphasize the role of aligning CPD strategies
with the unigue requirements of educational institutions.

Educational policy defines the conditions for educators’ professional development. A free choice of
CPD content and activities can positively impact educators’ interests, motivation and openness to
develop knowledge and skills and reflect on routines and educational practices (see Wanitschek et
al., 2020: 742). A biased choice, however, may allow development in some areas, while leaving blind
spots in other areas. Teacher appraisal (FOOTT PRINTTS, 2024) offers one possible avenue of
targeting these blind spots, while acknowledging and appreciating educators’ strengths.

Effective CPD contributes to educators’ knowledge and competence development, leads to positive
changes in instructional and educational practices (OECD, 2020), student achievements and
ultimately within teams of educators to raise the institutional quality (Lipowksy, 2009; Balmer, 2017).
Additionally, support from the leadership level contributes positively to CPD efficacy (Stoll et al.,
2012). CPD quality must therefore be studied by paying respect to both, the role of teacher trainers
and educators during CPD and the policy and educational institutions’ support educators experience
as part of the implementation of positive change. While focusing primarily on the process quality of
CPD, this study pays attention to the social, cultural and policy related contexts in the participating
partner countries by including it into survey items and data analysis.

The spike of digitization in recent years has altered CPD formats, with an increase of online learning
and the use of new technology. Consequently, the types of social interaction during CPD activities
can alter from lectures and discussions in online synchronous events to digital interactions in
asynchronous CPD formats. Collaboration over longer time spans builds trust which leads the way
to exchanging ideas and practices with other professionals and experts in the field (Minea-Pic, 2020;
Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). The FOOTT PRINTTS survey examines the role of duration and
collaboration of digital CPD formats, to better understand its role in educators’ competence
development, their ability to reflect upon their teaching practices and build professional
communities.

2.1 Trainer Competences

Trainers play an important role in CPD, not only as experts on subject-matter but also as coaches,
network facilitators, and critical friends. The comparison of the education systems of the six
participating countries in the FOOTT PRINTTS research project highlights how trainer qualifications
and professional development vary across partner countries, from university-led standards in
Austria® and Denmark to certification requirements in Poland and Portugal.

In contrast to pre-service teacher trainers, in-service trainers teach experienced professionals in
their field. They present new insights into education, society and pedagogy to a group of experts of
varying experience who work in varying circumstances (homogeneous versus heterogeneous
groups, learners with different family backgrounds and educational aspirations as well as institutions
with varying resources). Additionally, in-service teacher trainers serve educators who are handling
high levels of uncertainty in their daily professional life: interacting with young learners and their
parents/guardians, creates unpredictable pedagogical situations which require teachers’ flexibility
and high pedagogical professional competences. The social and technological developments of the
recent decade have raised questions on the relationship between global trends, such as
standardization, digitization and new ways of collaboration and learning, and their local adaptations,

3 In-service teacher trainers must possess the same academic qualifications and professional experiences as pre-service teacher
university college lecturers in Austria (BMBWF, 2021: 20).
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which is referred to as glocalization (Collinson et al., 2009). Consequently, in-service teacher trainers
support teachers in developing both subject-matter knowledge and pedagogical competencies.

Trainer competence can be understood as an intricate skill set that is based on subject-matter
expertise, experience in pedagogical settings (see OECD, 2021; Balmer, 2017) institutional knowledge
and the ability to flexibly adapt to educators prior knowledge and current needs (see Lipowski &
Rzejak, 2017). Apart from trainers' knowledge and beliefs, the ability to communicate effectively and
motivate participants were identified as key factors for trainer competence (Kunter et al., 2013).

3. Methods

3.1. Research Design

The FOOTT PRINTTS project uses a sequential mixed-methods approach, combining both qualitative
and quantitative data collection techniques to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the CPD
needs across Europe. From October 2024 to February 2025, a quantitative survey will be conducted
in the partner countries Germany, Austria, Denmark, Poland, Greece and Portugal using online
guestionnaires at three different levels (micro, meso and macro level). Following the analysis of the
quantitative data, semi-standardized qualitative expert interviews will be conducted in the partner
countries from May to June 2025. These interviews will provide additional insights into regional
aspects of CPD delivery to complement the survey results and support their interpretation. Socio-
cultural and policy contexts of the participating countries were considered in the development of the
surveys and will be included in data analysis and interpretation (Efstathiades & Rudloff, 2024).
Three questionnaires were developed for each partner country. One for the micro, one for the meso
and one for the macro level. At the micro level CPD participants are interviewed. At the meso level,
trainers are surveyed and at the macro level, decision makers are surveyed. The sample size of the
quantitative research for the countries Germany, Austria, Poland and Denmark is 400 CPD
participants at the micro level, 150 trainers at the meso level and 50 decision-makers for teacher
training at the macro level. In Portugal and Greece, the sample size at the micro level is 310 teachers,
at the meso level 70 trainers and at the macro level 20 decision-makers. This results in a dataset of
a total of 3200 observations in the European Education Area (EEA). (Efstathiades & Rudloff, 2024)
Quality Assurance

A pre-test took place from May to June 2024 in the partner countries that are participating in the
empirical research. The questionnaire was revised on the basis of the evaluation results and
individual feedback from survey participants. To finalize the surveys developed by the Austrian team,
multiple feedback rounds with all participating countries were held to ensure a consensus on the
fundamental elements of the surveys as well as on their thematic, cultural and linguistic accuracy.
Guided expert group discussions and reviews with all partner countries ensured relevance, quality,
linguistic and content accuracy.

3.2. The FOOTT PRINTTS Survey

The aim of the survey is to gather insights from teacher trainers, educators, and policymakers, to
identify the key challenges faced in delivering effective CPD and support teacher trainers in
conducting successful CPD. The initial stage of the project involved a literature review, which
identified key elements of effective CPD programs with a focus on policy and school quality
assurance processes in the respective partner countries. Alongside additional research on quality
criteria of CPD, these elements formed the basis for the development of the surveys. In order to
minimize the time required to complete the questionnaire, care was taken to formulate the questions
as concisely and precisely as possible and to keep their number as low as possible. Different forms of
questions, such as rankings, randomization of answer items, and questions using a 5-point Likert-
scale, were deliberately used, as variety is intended to keep the participants interested in the survey
and focused until the end of the questionnaire. These measures also aim to prevent participants from
ticking off answer options at random.

Table 1 presents an overview of the topics covered in the FOOTT PRINTTS survey.
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Training Format Form of CPD delivery
Time,
Duration,
Location,
Digital and face-to-face training activities

CPD Delivery Training elements: e.g. instruction, modeling or analyzing
materials
Theory to practice ratio

Motivation Extrinsic: career perspectives, policy, contracts, work hours
Intrinsic: connecting with other professional, interests, prior
knowledge & competence development

Collaboration Types of collaboration in digital and face-to-face settings
Participants Level of involvement

Interests and objectives of training

Needs
Trainers Qualifications

Professional experience
Didactic and communication skills
Needs

Policy Options for selecting training,
Contract and career perspectives,
Resources and planning
Content needs

Table 1: FOOTT PRINTTS Survey Quality Dimension. Authors’ work.

The survey, for instance, asks participants to state when they learn most from trainers, such as from
trainers’ professional experiences; the combination of theory and practice; from showing possible
effects on students; or different aspects that contribute to active learning (e.g. creating
opportunities for reflection, the practical testing of content, modeling of good practice, and the
analysis of pupils' work during the training courses). New ways of learning in digital and face-to-face
settings are addressed by investigating the variety of forms of collaboration, including but not limited
to: group discussions, peer learning, collaboration with online platforms, practical experimentation
and informal exchange. In addition, the methodological diversity of these collaborations is analysed.
All levels are asked to assess the role of CPD in addressing inclusion, social inequality, self-
competence, digital developments (Al), or the support for children and young people with a migration
background and cultural diversity.

4. Preliminary Findings

Based on 5,215 completed questionnaires, the preliminary findings of the quantitative survey provide
valuable insights into the factors that participants consider particularly relevant for their professional
learning and competence development through continuing professional development. Respondents
highlighted the importance of intrinsic motivation, including personal interest and the aspiration for
professional growth, as well as structural incentives such as certification, career opportunities and
contractual conditions.

In addition, the quality of CPD is perceived to be shaped by participants’ satisfaction with training,
the availability of professional support in the form of coaching, mentoring, supervision and collegial
exchange, and access to external training opportunities. The opportunity to practically test and apply
newly acquired knowledge in everyday educational settings, along with the availability and quality of
learning materials, was also considered essential.

Moreover, the perceived effectiveness of CPD depends on how training is selected and initiated. Both
bottom-up processes driven by educational staff and top-down decisions made by school leadership
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and supervisors play an important role in ensuring that CPD responds to actual needs and supports
meaningful change.

The findings will be published, and good practice examples from the participating countries will be
presented on the FOOTT PRINTTS website in the section titled “FOOTT PRINTTS Framework.”

5. Discussion

This article focused on the competence of trainers, acknowledging their central role in the
effectiveness of continuing education.

A key innovation of the FOOTT PRINTTS project lies in its multi-level design, which compares the
perspectives of participants at the micro level, trainers at the meso level, and decision-makers at the
macro level. With a dataset comprising 5,217 responses and the use of a rigorous mixed-methods
approach, the project generates new empirical insights into the design and delivery of CPD across
Europe. The results will be made available on the FOOTT PRINTTS website and are intended to offer
teacher trainers practical guidance for implementing effective and context-sensitive professional
development.

The in-service teacher trainers provide learning conditions to educators of varying experience
working and needs. The social and technological developments of the last decade require complex
skills based on expertise and experience in educational settings, in addition to institutional knowledge
(see OECD, 2021; Balmer, 2017). Knowledge, beliefs and the ability to communicate effectively and
motivate participants have been identified as key factors for trainer competence (Kunter et al., 2013).
A mapping of CPD in seven European countries shows that trainer qualifications and professional
development vary across partner countries. The FOOTT PRINTTS survey was therefore developed as
part of a cross-country sequential mixed method analysis. The aim of the survey is to gather insights
from teacher trainers, educators and policymakers and to identify the key challenges in delivering
effective CPD and the types of support that teacher trainers need to succeed. The survey covers CPD
format, delivery, motivation, participant and trainer competence as well as educational policy. In
regards to digitization, the FOOTT PRINTTS survey explores the role of collaboration in online CPD
formats to better understand how learning and network facilitation take place in digital
environments.

Effective upskilling contributes to the knowledge and competence development of educators and
leads to positive change in the classroom and other educational environments (OECD, 2020). CPD
can promote both student achievement and the quality of the educational institution through
positive changes within the teaching teams (Lipowski, 2009; Balmer, 2017). Differences in the partner
countries underline the importance of adapting training to local needs in order to ensure a high level
of quality. The FOOTT PRINTTS project brings together public, private and university stakeholders to
create a reliable and inclusive framework for continuing vocational training.

The FOOTT PRINTTS project offers valuable potential to shape future developments in European
education policy, particularly in strengthening the quality and consistency of in-service teacher
training across national systems. Building on its empirical foundation, the project envisions the
development of a digital tool to support the planning, implementation, and evaluation of CPD at both
national and international levels. This tool will be complemented by a conference with a strong focus
on teacher professionalization, aimed at fostering long-term collaboration and initiating a sustainable
international network of practitioners and stakeholders.

To ensure policy impact, further dialogue with EU-level actors is planned to explore how the findings
can inform frameworks and quality standards. At the same time, future research should actively
accompany the institutional transfer of project results, analysing how insights are taken up in diverse
educational settings. A comparative reflection on regional differences will allow for deeper alignment
across systems, promoting mutual learning through the diversity of structures and the exchange of
proven practices in teacher education.
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