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7Introduction

Introduction

This book emerges from a conference held at the University of Algarve in Faro, 

Portugal, in July 2022 by the European Society for Research on the Education 

of Adults (ESREA) Access, Learning Careers and Identities Network. 

Researchers from across Europe came to discuss and share ideas about adult 

education in times of crisis and change. In 2022 the world was still immersed 

in a global period of change and crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and 

the theme of the conference reflected this situation. However, it was not the 

first time the network’s conference has focused on change in adult education. 

Looking back at the 2013 conference of the network in Linköping, 

Sweden, the theme was ‘Times of Change: The role of adult education in 

times of crisis’. The notion of ‘times of change’ has become relevant again 

as a result of the pandemic and its effects on adult education, and the lives 

of both adult students and adult educators. Issues of crisis and change, 

therefore, emerge over time albeit in a different context. 

A History of the Network

As stated above, the network is part of ESREA. ESREA is a research society, it 

was established to provide a European-wide forum for researchers engaged 

in adult education research and learning, and to promote disseminate 

theoretical and empirical research in the field. Since its launch, in 1991, the 

landscape of adult education and learning has changed to include more diverse 

learning contexts at both formal and informal levels. At the same time there 
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has been a policy push by the European Union, OECD, UNESCO, and national 

governments to promote the policy and practice of lifelong learning. ESREA 

provides an important space for discussion and reflection of these changes 

and a (re)definition of adult education and learning in relation to research, 

theory, policy, and practice. This takes place at the triennial conference, 

network conferences and through the publication of books and RELA journal.

The ESREA Access, Learning Careers and Identity Network was estab-

lished in 1996 and a first UK network conference was held at the University 

of Leeds. At that time the network was called the Access Network, reflecting 

the focus of adult education research at that time. The conference book pub-

lication entitled Participation and Organisational Change (Hill & Merrill, 1997) 

illuminates the narrow theme of the network, however, at that time it only 

addressed access and participation in higher education. The network con-

venors were Chris Duke, Etienne Bourgeois, and Barbara Merrill. This focus of 

the network continued to dominate the following two network conferences 

at the University of Barcelona and the University of Edinburgh. Subsequent 

network conferences (held every two years) were located again at the Uni-

versity of Barcelona, Spain (2000), then Louvain University, Belgium (2006), 

University of Seville, Spain (2008), University of Aveiro, Portugal (2011), Uni-

versity of Linköping, Sweden (2013), University of Seville, Spain (2015), Uni-

versity of Rennes, France (2017) and University of Coimbra, Portugal (2019).

Ten years after the network started, and to the changing nature of 

European adult education research and literature, which was moving beyond 

research on access and participation to other wider concerns and concepts, 

the network name was changed to Access, Learning Careers and Identity. 

The narrow focus was thus widened from just accessing and getting into 

an institution to experiences of learning in a wider range of educational 

contexts, such as further and higher education, community education, 

vocational learning, and informal learning. Importantly the network also 

explores the impact of biography and lifelong learning in shaping learning 

careers and how this process may result in a changing self and identity. This 

raises issues of agency and structure and their interaction by taking into 
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account the socio-economic position in which adult learners are located 

and the actions that they take to develop their learner identity and career 

within a particular educational setting. In doing so the network examines 

the different conceptual approaches to understanding learning careers and 

learning identities. The network provides a forum for adult educators from a 

range of disciplines to discuss, debate and share these issues. Over the years 

participants have come from beyond Europe such as Canada, Brazil, Australia, 

and South Africa. The network is now convened by three convenors: Barbara 

Merrill, University of Warwick, UK, Andrea Galimberti, University of Milano- 

-Bicocca, Italy, and António Fragoso, University of Algarve, Portugal.

The chapters in this book reflect and extend on the ideas of changing 

times, transformation, access, learning approaches and identity. The authors 

discuss the immense impact that the pandemic caused by COVID-19 has 

had on adult education, communities, and society more widely. The chapters 

explore the consequences of these changes on adult education and the 

resultant experiences for students and adult educators. More broadly 

many countries have experienced an intense economic crisis, an increase in 

unemployment, extensive changes in the working world, and an increase in 

social inequalities and poverty as a result of the pandemic. It has also resulted 

in specific changes in higher education policies, practices, and other spheres 

of adult education, with the intensification of debates regarding learning and 

teaching using distance instruments and digital teaching and the effects that 

this has had on learning as a social process.

This crisis has also changed access to adult education, and the learning 

and teaching approaches and experiences of learning as face-to-face 

teaching has been temporarily lost and replaced by digital teaching and 

distance learning in all forms of adult education (community education, 

further and higher education, work-based learning). This has raised both 

old and new issues about learning and teaching as the experiences of adult 

students have been transformed, especially regarding learning as a social 

experience. Having to teach remotely and digitally has also significantly 

changed the teaching experiences of adult educators. The mandatory use 



10 Adult education in times of crisis and change: perspectives on access, learning careers and identities

of online platforms during the pandemic resulted in the possibility to record 

lessons and offer an ‘asynchronous’ learning experience. On the one hand, 

this situation has given non-traditional students, with children at home or 

working full-time jobs, the possibility to have online materials for accessing 

at a time which suited them. It gave them an expanded learning space that 

was not available in a non-pandemic situation. This chance was, in some 

ways, ‘more’ than what they could afford in a non-pandemic situation. 

On the other hand, the lack of face-to-face social relationships and 

interaction caused a series of side effects that are not yet completely outlined 

and analysed. First, we know that relationships and social networks were lost 

as these play an important role in the learning trajectories of these students 

(Finnegan et al., 2014) and are crucial to the building and diversity of social 

capital (Field, 2000, 2005). So, we may raise different questions on this front. 

Is this opportunity still a possibility in an online learning environment? Is this 

possible with online learning or is it related only to face-to-face teaching in an 

educational institution? Some of the authors in this book explore these issues.

On another side, periods of confinement due to the new conditions in 

higher education and adult education more generally might also affect women 

and men differently, both students and educators alike. It is important to ask 

the following questions: Did gender inequalities increase during the crisis 

in which we are living and how has this affected their learning and teaching 

experiences, family, and community lives? If so, what and how can we combat 

this through adult education? What impact did the new way of learning had 

on class, race, age and disability inequalities, as well as the issues of access, 

learning careers and learning identities?

The changes towards digital learning might also change the teaching 

experiences of adult educators. How did they change their professional 

practices in order to maintain their commitment to enhance people’s 

opportunities and learning within these new limitations and constraints?

Finally, the pandemic situation also had an impact for scholars researching 

issues of access, learning careers and identity leading to new dimensions in 

relation to research topics and methodologies.
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Reflecting on past and current situations, we would like to project to the 

future possibilities and implications and changes for adult education. What can 

we learn as adult educators and researchers from across Europe and beyond?

The following section provides an outline of the fourteen chapters in 

this book. Ted Fleming begins the book with his chapter entitled Toward a 

transformative pedagogy of crises and experience. The author delves into the 

transformative learning opportunities that emerge during crises, emphasising 

the experience of disorientation. It explores the concepts of crisis, experience, 

and work, applying Oskar Negt’s critical theory of adult education and drawing 

from philosophers like John Dewey. The chapter centres on the dialectical 

concept of experience, rooted in the traditions of Hegel and Negt, influencing 

the understanding of learning, transformative pedagogy, and adult education. 

The chapter concludes by outlining implications for teaching.

Laura Formenti, in the second chapter entitled On systemic reflexivity, 

consciousness and students’ voices, discusses using dialogic pedagogy in 

higher education to foster creative and critical learning. It focuses on assessing 

students’ reflexive capacity through reflective essays, exploring differences 

between reflection and reflexivity. The author challenges potential elitism in 

the concept of reflexivity, emphasising the need for freedom and openness 

in students’ voices. Analysis of students’ assignments, using Gilligan’s 

Listening Guide, aims to assess reflexivity while celebrating individual voices.

Julita Pieńkosz, Marta Petelewicz and Joanna Stankowska in the 

third chapter entitled Mature students in the secondary education — 

motivations, process of learning and benefits, investigate the decision-

making process of adult learners in formal secondary education in Poland, 

emphasising motivation, expectations, and fears. It explores characteristics 

of the educational process, obstacles faced, and support received by mature 

students. Despite high motivation and dedication, the study highlights that 

the patterns of functioning in adult secondary schools often replicate those 

of compulsory education. The institution and teachers do not adjust to the 

needs and capabilities of the participants. Although engaging in secondary 

education brings satisfaction, expands skills, and empowers students, the 
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findings underscore the need to better align formal education institutions 

with the needs of adult learners.

Evolution of lifelong learning and M23 students at the Polytechnic Institute 

of Cávado and Ave in Portugal by Ricardo Simões and Natália Rego is the title 

of the fourth chapter. It addresses the pressing need for lifelong learning 

in higher education, emphasising its importance for social inclusion, active 

citizenship, and employment rates. The chapter focuses on the Polytechnic 

Institute of Cávado and Ave’s (IPCA) recent changes in student evaluation 

regulations to admit candidates over 23 years old based on various criteria, 

reflecting a commitment to re-skilling and up-skilling. The paper outlines 

IPCA’s current plans for lifelong learning programmes, considering labour 

market transformations and emerging job requirements. Ongoing challenges 

include managing diverse student profiles, optimising class performance in 

remote and digital teaching, and implementing measures for success among 

older students.

The fifth chapter focuses on non-traditional students aged over 23 

(NTS23) entering a Portuguese University. The chapter is written by Henrique 

M. A. C. Fonseca and Lucília Santos and is entitled Social environmental 

changes influence on the profile of mature students in higher education: An 

exploratory study. This chapter explores their unique responses to crises, 

such as economic downturns or the COVID-19 pandemic, which differ from 

traditional students. During the COVID-19 lockdown, online surveys were 

conducted with NTS23 to assess their learning experiences, challenges, and 

with teachers to gauge their perception of NTS23 adjustment to distance 

learning. University databases were analysed for sociodemographic and 

academic changes in NTS23 profiles. The study aims to understand student 

success and improve the connection between their academic experiences 

and real-life challenges.

Samantha Broadhead is the author of the sixth chapter entitled Learning 

Returns: Experiences of mature students in art and design captured through 

YouTube. The Learning Returns project initiated in response to the changes 

brought by the COVID-19 pandemic, focuses on capturing the experiences of 
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mature students studying art and design in a specialist arts institution in the 

North of England. The project aims to investigate how former art and design 

students communicate with prospective students considering a return to ed-

ucation outside formal institutions. Participants share their stories through 

filmed interviews, where they exhibit confidence, take control of content, and 

contribute to aesthetics. Identified themes include reflections on learning 

journeys, connecting past experiences with learning, understanding position-

ality, encouraging others, and envisioning future projects beyond education.

The seventh chapter from France delves into the role of adult education 

and research in an ever-changing world, emphasising the involvement of 

adult learners, facilitators, and researchers. It is written by Anne-Gaëlle 

Dorval, Eric Bertrand, and Jérôme Eneau, and is entitled The social and cultural 

issues revolving around changes in the workplace and in training: the place, 

and changing face, of research in the field of adult education. The chapter 

analyses crises in work, training, and research, presenting a multi-referential 

grid and theoretical approach to understanding transformation. The 

research-action training approach reveals a cooperative and transformative 

model. Insights from experiences during the COVID-19 crisis showcases the 

transformation of professional practices, researcher support, and changes in 

learners’ profiles and practices.

Ana Cristina Lopes and Maria Natália Ramos are the authors of the eighth 

chapter entitled Educational and cultural challenges: Digital technologies 

in higher education. Their chapter is prompted by the challenges of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, addresses the shift to digital technologies and 

its effects on students, emphasising the disparities in distance learning on 

higher education. Through interviews with teachers and an online survey, the 

study aims to uncover positive and negative aspects, contributing insights 

for the evolution of education. The chapter underscores the necessity for 

adaptive, inclusive methodologies to address unforeseen circumstances and 

promote cultural diversity in Portuguese higher education.

In Postcards from the Edge: Developing a professional identity for trainee 

teachers in English education (chapter nine), Carol Thompson and Elaine 
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Battams explore the impact of post-compulsory education de-regulation 

in England, focusing on the challenges faced by pre-service trainees in 

developing professional identities, especially exacerbated by the COVID-19 

pandemic. The study employs focus groups and reflections from teachers 

trained during the pandemic to highlight obstacles to identity formation. 

Results illuminate strategies taken by trainees to navigate the journey from 

trainee to fully-fledged teacher.

The tenth chapter entitled Through the looking glass: Professional identity 

during a pandemic by Neil Hopkins and Carol Thompson explores the meaning 

of the professional identity of educators compared to other fields. Using 

a narrative approach, participants engage in an auto reflection to analyse 

their professional identity, considering cultural and environmental factors. 

The study, based in the UK, focuses on the challenges faced by teachers and 

leaders in the transition to virtual classrooms, impacting skills, roles, policies, 

and infrastructure. Initial findings reveal the sector’s fragility and resilience, 

signalling a shift where previous certainties are no longer definitive.

The pandemic and disorienting narratives of old age by Micaela Castigli-

oni (chapter eleven) addresses the oversight of the emotional, social, and 

relational impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly on the elderly and 

adolescents. It emphasises the need to investigate and raise awareness of 

the long-term consequences of such emergencies, aiming to prepare for fu-

ture situations. The author critiques the inadequacy of relying solely on social 

isolation in the absence of institutional assistance, highlighting the resulting 

marginalisation and unequal treatment among different age groups. It specif-

ically examines the delayed implementation of health and safety measures 

in care homes, emphasising the neglect of the elderly during the pandemic.

The twelfth chapter, entitled Effects of the pandemic on the Roma com-

munity of Cerro do Bruxo, by Aurora Coelho and Cláudio Garcia, explores the im-

pact of the COVID-19 pandemic on a vulnerable Roma community, in Portugal, 

and the intervention of social workers from the Lusco-Fusco project. Focus-

ing on education, socioeconomic status, and perceptions of pandemic con-

sequences, the research aims to assess the inclusivity of societal responses. 
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Findings reveal inadequate responses during the first confinement, widening 

the gap between the Roma community and institutional structures, and high-

light the community’s vulnerability, emphasising the need for external support.

Working in a local community without community: Reinventing com-

munity work in an Alpine valley during pandemic by Paola Zonca, Frederico 

Zamengo, Nicolò Valenzeno and Marianna Peotta take us to the thirteen 

chapter. It outlines a participatory action-research, focusing on the training of 

a multidisciplinary team involved in the Terres Monviso Incl: Invecchiare Bene 

cross-border cooperation project. Funded by the European Regional Devel-

opment Fund, the project aims to test an integrated social and health system 

in the Monviso massif region. The training, led by the University of Turin, Italy, 

focuses on developing individual and collective reflexivity using the Critical 

Incident Technique. The central thesis explores the potential of support-

ing practitioners in enhancing the quality of work, relationships, and skills.

In the last chapter, Crisis in adult education of the post-pandemic period: 

A possible model of sustainable welfare, Vito Balzano explores the role of adult 

education in shaping sustainable social policies in the post-pandemic context. 

Based on research conducted in the Apulia region of southern Italy, the author 

reflets about the intersection of learning, welfare policies, and transformations 

in family and labour structures. The analysis highlights the need to extend the 

scope of adult education beyond professional qualifications and the labour 

market, fostering a pedagogical model that promotes active citizenship and 

social sustainability. Drawing on Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning, 

the author considers how education can redefine meanings and encourage 

more equitable and innovative forms of social participation. The chapter 

concludes with a reflection on the concept of proximity welfare, emphasising 

the crucial role of the third sector and social cooperatives in reconstructing a 

more inclusive and participatory welfare system.
Barbara Merrill, 

Liliana Paulos, 
Andrea Galimberti, 

Sandra T. Valadas & 
António Fragoso
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Chapter 1

Ted Fleming

Toward a transformative pedagogy  
of crises and experience

Introduction: Crises and Experience

Crisis and human experience are central to adult life and adult learning. The 

uncertainty, the wondering and the perplexity brought about by crises 

provide the experiences that lead to learning, even transformative learning. 

According to Dewey (1910) perplexity is ‘the guiding factor in the entire 

process of reflection’ (p. 19). The added urgency of current crises may short 

circuit thinking especially critical thinking. A crisis means that the learning is 

urgent. A great deal is at stake–maybe everything.

We may have lost what was previously taken for granted, including 

formerly unproblematic notions of health, freedom of movement, safety, or 

lifestyle. Crises today have individual, societal and even global dimensions. It 

is useful to see crises today as a defining experience of this time in history. 

Freire asserts that epochal themes indicate limit situations. It appears that 

the themes of crisis and experience may be what he means by ‘epochal 

themes’ that function as limit situations and, by implication, opportunities 

to learn (Freire, 1972, p. 73). A crisis suggests a turning point or at least a 
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situation where normal frames of reference are disrupted; do not function 

as we wish, and when new actions must be taken soon. The challenge in 

these moments may be to bring about both self-transformation and social 

change–to think new thoughts triggered by perplexities that may unsettle 

fixed positions personally and socially. These experiences may provide 

learning opportunities and call for transformation, ‘rethinking deeply held, and 

often distorted beliefs, about who we are and our lifeworld’ (Finnegan, 2019, 

p. 46). Limit situations (Freire, 1972) invite us to go beyond, to imagine and 

learn to identify hidden forces, submerged realities and overcome prescribed 

endings and closed solutions, to imagine, to reflect on present experiences 

and create breakthrough moments (Greene, 1973) that shatter sedimented 

thinking. When the very ability to learn is challenged, as in the current crises, 

we struggle to imagine learning as offering transformative possibilities.

In this chapter, crises and experience are explored as opportunities  

for learning transformatively. In this journey the allies are John Dewey in 

particular, along with Jack Mezirow as the transformative learning scholar.  

But the principal source of understanding is the German critical theorist 

and transformative pedagogy scholar Oskar Negt. The title transformative  

pedagogy is used here as a way of bringing together his critical theory  

contributions and his adult education contributions as an active workers 

education practitioner. The experience of workers and Negt’s own experi-

ence as an activist are brought together in his transformative pedagogy.

Crisis: Habermas and Dewey 

In working towards an understanding of crisis, it is appropriate to turn to Jürgen 

Habermas who identifies new stages of individual and social development 

that leads to new levels of learning. New knowledge and learning to bring new 

problem situations, new risks, and burdens. Habermas (1974), in a prescient 

moment, asserts that:  
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�as natural scientific medicine brings a few diseases under control, there 

arises a consciousness of contingency in relation to all illness… Suffering 

from the contingencies of an uncontrolled process gains a new quality to 

the extent that we believe ourselves capable of rationally intervening in 

it. The suffering is then the negative of a new need… (p. 164). Though we 

may now face new and existential crises (for example, climate change) 

experiences of crises are not new. Habermas (1995), in a moment of 

typical idealism, asserts that the world faced the crises of the twentieth 

century with ‘enlightened perplexity’ (p. ZB4). However, he soon reverted 

to a more mundane confidence when he wrote about ‘learning from 

catastrophe’ as part of coping with the damage done to social cohesion 

by the crises he identified then as the ‘dismantling of the welfare state’ 

and ‘superpowers gone wild’ (Habermas, 2001, p. 47). This Marx inspired 

understanding of the crises of capitalism is important but not sufficient 

for the present moment. There is more to present disorientations than 

this economic perspective permits. 

Learning utilises prior experience to construe new or revised inter- 

pretations of experience that in turn guide action. Experience, especially of 

crises, may prompt a questioning of what has been taken for granted. As 

disorienting dilemmas (Mezirow, 1978) or ‘perplexity’ (Dewey, 1910, p. 19) 

are the beginning of learning, I suggest that today crises motivate learning. 

Crises act as disorienting dilemmas, as starting points for transformative 

learning. As the horizon of meanings available to people may be distorted 

or the range of meanings available as people attempt to make meaning are 

too often infused with conspiracy theories and resistance to the knowledge 

of scientific enquiry, there is a distortion in the lifeworld that complicates a 

critical thinking through of these issues. Crisis is best understood when it is 

both a personal and social experience. I want to focus on current experiences 

as the starting point for learning. This connection with experience is the 

major ingredient in this search for a transformative pedagogy of crises and 

experience. 
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Experience is a key ingredient of learning and Dewey (1966) defines 

education as the ‘reconstruction of experience which adds to the meaning 

of experience, and which increases ability to direct the course of subsequent 

experience’ (p. 76). The concept of experiential learning is now taken for 

granted in discourses about facilitating adult learning, and Kolb’s experiential 

learning, and Knowles andragogy have been central to this development. The 

past years have been marked by new, unexpected, challenging, and awful 

experiences, such as COVID. The COVID experience is of interest to educators 

because it most likely provides a motivation for learning. These experiences 

provide an opportunity and maybe even force us to reconstruct experience. 

Access, learner identity and if we are to believe a pre-COVID McKinsey 

Report, jobs and careers have been in a period of some stability and even 

predictability (Lund, 2019). Now even the expectations and assumptions we 

make about the development of, for example, the hospitality industry that 

is an industry of social closeness is threatened by the requirement for social 

distancing and the stay-at-home route to education access. COVID-19 is of 

course a medical disease. We may gather more insights for our purposes if we 

understand it as also a social disease. I am not going to assume that work and 

the work of the learner in adult education or higher education are identical, 

it is useful here to identify that both work and learning share the activity we 

call work. Lifelong learning ensures they remain connected (Fleming, 2021a).

Work and Learning

And how have identities and work been redefined? We do not know. We can 

only in this moment of transition out of COVID-19 think that in ways we cannot 

yet understand, work and learning are being transformed. The race to base 

working lives, and learning lives, and identities on the internet, Zooming, and 

Skyping, and Facetiming, and Microsoft Teams may be important. I suspect 

that the inequalities in the labour market, the marginalization of women, the 

segmented work on the basis of class, North/South divides will in a moment 

be amplified and transformed as COVID-19 bites, and maybe bites again. But 
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widening inequality will remain. Access and learning lives may be affected in 

similar ways. 

How did we experience digital working, and learning, and teaching? What 

aspect of the crisis emerged in pedagogical work? What benefits emerged? 

Who won and who lost in the digital world? What questions emerge and what 

learning will help us face the next crisis? What is the next crisis? Climate? 

Gender? Race? Migrations? All of these? What broad social and political 

questions emerged in the crisis? Where are the digital divides and divisions 

now? How have democracy and social justice fared? What threats are posed 

by the rise of authoritarianism? So many questions. So many questions for 

the adult educator with an eye on a transformative pedagogy of crises. 

It is becoming clear that the existential, and related crises of climate 

change, and climate justice may well be addressed by the powerful in society 

in the same way that COVID was addressed. Denials, fake news, suspicions 

about science, and of course the much-discredited herd immunity will be 

recycled in the new crises. The global rise of the Right also poses a threat 

for democracy, and for the neoliberal economy that is far from being held to 

democratic accountability. In pursuit of useful ideas for this task of finding a 

transformative pedagogy of crises and experience, this chapter will turn to 

and harness the ideas of Oskar Negt and his key understanding of experience 

as dialectical. 

Oskar Negt

Oskar Negt (b. 1934), as an associate of the Frankfurt School, focusses his 

attention on the ability of education to understand better the social situations 

in which we find ourselves. By understanding the experiences of learners, 

the unfair, and unjust social, and economic environment (neoliberalism) 

can be better understood and hopefully transformed. Negt studied with 

Horkheimer and Adorno, was assistant to Habermas from 1962, and is an 

orthodox Marxist and active supporter of social democracy. He continues as 

a prominent scholar at what many regard as an extension of the Frankfurt 
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School, in Leibnitz University Hannover. He is driven by similar concerns that 

motivate all Frankfurt School scholars who address the question of how Nazi 

Germany emerged.  He works theoretically and pedagogically in support of 

more just, caring, and democratic societies. ‘Democracy is the only politically 

conceived social order that has to be learned, over and over, every day, 

into old age’ as a ‘process of education and learning’ (Kluge & Negt, 2014, p. 

452). Negt is a prolific writer on a wide range of topics including philosophy, 

sociology, and organization theory, and is active in journalism and the media. 

He works closely with Alexander Kluge, an award-winning movie and TV 

producer (see Kluge, 2020). Negt researches work as a source of identity 

and dignity (and injustice); studies pedagogy for adults and schools (as a 

source for his social theory, emancipatory learning and action); and is active 

in politics. These ideas are gaining some modest traction in adult education 

literature (Finnegan, 2022; Fleming, 2021a, 2021b, 2022).

His focus is on the experience of workers (learners) that he states is 

infused with the contradictions of capitalist society and their experience 

is a source of ‘resistance to capitalism’ (Kluge & Negt, 2014, p. 31). More 

importantly these experiences are the starting point for learning and 

creating social theory. He uses these experiences in his pedagogy, and with 

sociological imagination he works to understand these issues and prompt 

social action to alter the condition of workers. His colleague, Stollman, writes 

that ‘the rallying cry for Negt and Kluge’s work is no longer ‘Workers of the 

world, unite!’ but rather ‘Experiences of the world, unite!’ (Kluge & Negt, 2014, 

p. 464). In a rare excursion into adult learning theory by a Frankfurt School 

associate, Negt (1975, 2008) outlines his pedagogy of experience. Before 

unearthing further relevant aspects of his pedagogy it is useful to divert 

momentarily into the roots of these ideas in John Dewey. The transformative 

pedagogy of Mezirow is also built on these same foundational concepts.
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Dewey and Experience

The phases of the process of transformation that start with a disorienting 

dilemma deal with experiences of disorientation, of fear, of anxiety, and 

of identifying one’s problem with broader social issues. Negt goes beyond 

Dewey’s rather limited view of experience. For Dewey experience has two 

dimensions. First, experience is in continuity with previous experience. In 

making meaning new experiences are modified or integrated with previous 

experience. Mezirow (1978) builds on this, asserting that ‘a meaning 

perspective refers to the structure of cultural assumptions within which 

one’s new experience is assimilated to–and transformed by–one’s past 

experience’ (p. 101). Second, experience interacts with one’s broader 

environment. Experience is created by this interaction (Dewey, 1963, p. 43). 

For Mezirow frames of reference interpret experience and dysfunctional 

frames of reference distort experience. Dewey (1966) defines education as 

the ‘reconstruction of experience which adds to the meaning of experience, 

and which increases ability to direct the course of subsequent experience’ 

(p. 76). The increase in meaning ‘corresponds to the increased perception of 

the connections and continuities of the activities in which we are engaged’ 

(Dewey, 1966, pp. 76–77). Learning is the process of becoming aware of 

these interactions and continuities.  

Negt: The Dialectical Understanding of Experience and Its  
Social Context

Negt, relying on Hegel, asserts that these continuities and interactions 

of Dewey (and Mezirow) are dialectical. Learning is not just an adaptation 

or integration of experience; the process is dialectical. One’s individual 

experience cannot be properly understood unless it is seen as being in a 

dialectical relationship with one’s social environment. Disorienting dilemmas 

and the search for solutions are more complex than understood by Mezirow 

(1991), and this changes how learning is understood. Without the dialectical, 
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the relationship between individual experience and the social context each is 

misconstrued–and so too is learning. The experience of crises is dialectically 

connected to previous experience. If one cannot speak properly of individual 

experience unless it is connected to broader social issues, it is clear that 

crises are neither totally individual nor social. They are both. In so much of the 

literature on transformative learning, from Mezirow to Hoggan et al. (2017) 

the dialectical nature of experience is absent. This is a form of ‘stuckness’ 

in transformation theory that goes beyond that, to which others such as 

Hoggan et al. (2017, pp. 50–54) refer. This dialectical understanding avoids 

falsely dichotomizing social and personal aspects of transformative learning. 

To work for the dialectical nature of experience is exactly what Maxine Greene 

proposed when she wrote about learning how things are connected: ‘the self 

can never be actualized through solely private experiences, no matter how 

extraordinary these experiences might be’ (Greene, 1986, p. 74). This is also 

aligned with Freire’s work on transcending traditional western dualisms such 

as thought/action and teaching/learning.

In light of Negt’s work, the political and personal are connected and 

connected dialectically. If Honneth (1995) asserted that the political is 

personal, then Negt adds that these connections are dialectical. The critiques 

that assert that transformation theory does not have a social dimension 

actually misconstrue the situation. The problem is entirely different. This 

makes the process of understanding the nature of one’s problem and the 

search for solutions more complex. Relating an individual problem to broader 

social issues is not just an interesting add-on (or a missing dimension), but 

an essential aspect of understanding experience. Without this dialectical 

dimension the relationship between experience and environment is 

misconstrued, as is the connection between one’s current experience and 

previous experience. The current crises of the world are not just objectively 

a product of social agencies, neither do they just happen. ‘The ways people 

interpret crises… gives shape to what these crises come to be, and in return, 

dialectically these crises affect the fate of those involved’ (Fassin & Honneth, 

2022, p.3).
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Habermas (2008) also expresses this in his own rather complicated way 

when he writes that the ‘public domain of the jointly inhabited interior of our 

lifeworld is at once inside and outside’ (p. 14). The inside/outside dichotomy is 

misleading and even in the most personal moments our consciousness thrives 

on the ‘impulses it receives from the cultural network of public, symbolically 

expressed, and intersubjectively shared categories, thoughts and meanings’ 

(Habermas, 2008, p. 15). The personal and the lifeworld are dialectically 

interconnected. It is difficult to imagine a stronger statement than this of the 

false dichotomy of individual and social, and this idea now informs this pedagogy 

of crisis. Learning requires an ability to perceive the world in this connected way. 

Transformation theory does not acknowledge this critical insight (Fleming, 

2021b). It is this insight borrowed from Hegel and worked through by Habermas, 

Honneth and Negt that moves this transformative pedagogy forward. 

Its emphasis on the dialectic understanding is in line with the recent 

scholarly work of Peter Alheit (2021). More straight forward examples of 

dialectics in action than the Goffman inspired example outlined by Alheit show 

dialectics in operation in the world of ordinary experience. Imagine a game or 

sport in which points are allocated for a win and a draw. Maybe 1 point for a 

draw and 2 points for a win. On occasion a team may, in that situation, play 

safe and settle for a draw. This may lead to a significant number of teams 

achieving their purpose well before the end of the game–risk averse teams 

in particular. This can be unsatisfactory for spectators. The administrators 

of the game (the owners) may want to overcome this team behaviour or 

strategy. If they allocate instead 3 points for a win this may motivate teams 

and players and heighten the excitement and experience for spectators. 

This is an example of the dialectic at play between players, team managers, 

owners of the game (administrators) and supporters. An action by one will 

trigger a reaction from other(s) and that reaction in turn may trigger another 

reaction–and so on. We understand this dialectic in ordinary life. 

Kluge, a close collaborator of Negt, is well aware that the implications of 

this for the practices of bringing about individual or social change are not easy, 

as the title of his recent book Drilling through hard boards (2017) illustrates.  
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In a world where fake news, conspiracy theories and rejection of scientific 

knowledge often dominate and undermine public discourse, this pedagogy 

of transformation may be an exciting possibility but faces significant 

resistance. In a final acknowledgment of the density of the resistance to such 

an understanding of learning the final step in the phases of transformation 

involves taking action on the basis of new transformed perspectives. These 

actions are not only individual and personal, but essentially social too.

Olesen (1989), quoting Negt, sees ‘experience as a collective process 

because when we experience as individuals we also do so through a socially 

structured consciousness’ (p. 8) or again ‘the socialized individual cannot 

experience individually’ (p. 68). The individual is always multiple (Kluge & Negt, 

2014). These connections are made to extend the links between the central 

role of experience in this transformative pedagogy of crises and experience. 

Oskar Negt: Adult Educator

A transformative pedagogy informed by the approach of Oskar Negt 

involves thinking independently, dialectically, systemically, with sociological 

imagination, utilising critical reflection and democratic participation. Negt 

(1973) describes adult learning as an analysis that brings into awareness the 

historical process of how learners’ interests are defined for them and how 

relationships of power are experienced, in order that they can learn about 

their roles in society. Then they may identify possibilities, and actions, that will 

change unjust realities. A transformative pedagogy is then involved in social 

and political arenas and provides a framework for an historical and material 

interpretation of subjectivity as produced by the neo-liberal system. In addition, 

it helps learners create a new just and caring social order (Kluge & Negt, 2014). 

One more new idea is possible. Workers and learners have a great deal 

in common and not just as a result of the lifelong learning agenda (Fleming, 

2021a). When Negt and Kluge (1993) assert that experience is the most 

important thing that workers actually produce (p. xlviii) it is within the 

bounds of reason to suggest that learners also produce experience. When 
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we then understand how experience is influenced by social structures, there 

is the possibility of what Maxine Greene (1995) calls breaking-through the 

inertia of convention when people ‘are enabled to explain their “shocks” and 

reach beyond’ (p. 39). Such a (transformative) pedagogy, Greene continues, 

‘offers life; it offers hope; it offers the prospect of discovery; it offers light’ (p. 

133). These moments can help transcend limits and engage one’s sociological 

imagination in the process of social transformation (Negt & Kluge, 1993). 

Negt’s (1975) pedagogy goes beyond the teaching of skills and 

competencies and emphasizes the importance of understanding ‘workers 

existence as a social problem’ (p. 4). It involves workers, or learners, analysing 

their social situation, interpreting it in order to understand the causes of 

their current situation and thus inform actions to change it. It focusses on 

developing a transformative pedagogy of education and a corresponding 

teaching manual. He (1975) developed ‘an immediate self-evident connection 

between the emancipatory objectives of the labour movement and a theory 

that would underpin it scientifically’ (p. 18).

The implications are clearly applicable to other forms of adult learning. 

He studies how learners experience their lives, how to understand human 

misery and take action to change the social situation that causes this misery. 

This involves an exercise in sociological imagination in order to re-imagine the 

lived experiences of learners and the possibilities that may emerge. This is 

linked with Mezirow’s approach to transformation theory, but with an added, 

integrated social dimension. The social dimension of a transformative pedagogy 

is not an optional add-on but an essential part of understanding experience 

and learning. Thus, transformative pedagogy is not just about an individual 

accumulating knowledge or learning. It is necessarily a collective journey of 

self-determination and a process of political and emancipatory actions. 

Unlike transformation theory, Negt proposes a curriculum or list of 

competences that are essential for exemplary learning. The ‘six competences’, 

as Negt (2010, pp. 218–234) calls them, are: Identity competence; historical 

competence; social justice (or awareness) competence; technological compe- 

tence; ecological competence, and economic competence His curriculum links 
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the learners’ individual experiences (including misrecognitions and injustices) 

with broader social issues; investigates and explores the interconnections 

in order to see how individual experiences and structural issues in the social 

environment are connected—dialectically. For example, the experiences 

behind the Black Lives Matter movement’s objections to police brutality are 

connected to systemic, historical, economic racism and slavery—forms of 

systematic/social/historical misrecognitions undermining individual and social 

self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem (Honneth, 1995). The learning 

involved is meta-learning (Negt, 1993) and along with dialectical thinking are of 

‘fundamental importance’ for transformative pedagogy (p. 661).

Negt’s education goes beyond views of education that emphasise 

personal growth and development that may lead to fitting into the social and 

democratic structures of the current world. When experience is understood 

as influenced by social structures there is then the possibility of what 

both Paulo Freire and Maxine Greene call break-through moments. These 

moments can help engage the sociological imagination in a process of social 

transformation (Negt, 1975; Negt & Kluge, 1993). 

Negt (and Kluge) systematically present materials and suggestions as to 

how their ideas might be utilised in learning situations (Kluge & Negt, 2014; 

Negt & Kluge, 1993). This is in marked contrast to the absence of teaching 

methods in the published transformative learning work of Mezirow. Negt 

and Kluge use science fiction and a range of innovative materials to support 

and enhance the critical intelligence of learners (Negt & Kluge, 1993). Negt’s 

contribution to understanding adult learning also includes the concepts 

of exemplary learning and societal competencies. When a transformative 

pedagogy of learning is discussed in times of crisis, whether thinking of 

struggling with a global pandemic, racism, or climate change, we benefit from 

extending transformative pedagogy by adding this further dialectical process. 

Using science fiction, satire, fragments of literature, film, and documentaries 

Negt encourages dangerous thoughts of critical intelligence. Kluge and Negt 

(2014) collect a visual archive of pedagogical methods for facilitating the 

exploration of how things could be different (p. 260). 
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Chapter 2

Laura Formenti

On systemic reflexivity, consciousness,  
and students’ voices

Most people most of the time live in a state much closer to total 

unconsciousness than to any degree of consciousness even 

half-ways adequate to our real situation.

David Constantine, Poetry

I like to start

Questioning myself

To make the path, to see

Distinguishing (Clare)

I wanted

I understood

I realized that meant devoting time to myself

I needed to stop and reflect, I had to chill out (Bella)
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Introduction

The capacity of (higher) education to change the world into a better place 

depends on consciousness and the students’ capacity of naming oppression 

(Freire, 1972). The ones who achieve the highest levels of formal education are 

expected to be agents of social change and improvement by enhancing their 

critical capacity. Yet, unconsciousness and alienation seem to jeopardize 

this capacity, and to silence the need for identity and meaning. Individualism 

and consumerism shape both the provision of HE courses and the learning 

strategies of students, limiting their voices and capacity to read the context; 

the role of critical reflection seems to be confined at taking appropriate 

answers to problems, after thorough evaluation of the evidences.

Today, we live in the reflexive era, characterized by the massive 

employment of experts and tools in monitoring all kinds of processes, 

calculating risks, and taking informed decisions (Beck et al., 2003). The 

compulsory push to (self)reflexivity (Alheit, 2022) is the blessing and curse 

of our times; it may raise consciousness, but also nurture constant (self)

surveillance that produces the ‘domestication’ of the best students to 

comply with institutional expectations. As teachers in HE, we risk reinforcing 

consensual and potentially oppressive beliefs and practices, instead of 

liberating ones (Frizelle, 2020). Then, the assumption that reflexivity would 

be good in itself and an antidote to the systemic forces shaping human 

actions and thoughts (Daniel, 2012) needs to be challenged. What do we 

mean by reflexivity? How do we pursue it as an aim of HE?

I teach to future social educators in different HE courses (undergraduate, 

graduate, master). In my teaching, I propose reflexivity as a combination 

of critical reflection, curiosity, creativity, and collaboration; these skills are 

exercised all along the courses by individual and group work, narrative and 

aesthetical practices, dialogic sessions, critical peer review, and the analysis 

of lived experience, cultural artefacts, and stories. The learning process is 

embodied, ecosystemic, and critical. Embodiment fosters the students’ 

presence and responsiveness. Critical reflection signals emerging problems, 
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contradictions, and conflicts (Formenti et al., 2020; Harder et al., 2017), 

illuminating the influence of assumptions, values, cultural biases, and power. 

Aesthetic and narrative practices nurture creativity and imagination, hence 

allowing more depth, freedom of expression, and openness in connecting 

with others and the environment.

This narrative, aesthetic, and collaborative pedagogy, inspired by the 

tradition of adult education and learning, is explicitly aimed at enhancing 

systemic reflexivity. Distinguishing it from ‘mere reflection’ has become 

crucial in my work. At the end of each course, students must write a 

reflexive essay to present the outcomes of their learning path, positioning 

themselves from a systemic and critical perspective. In my career, I have read 

and assessed more than 7000 texts, but only recently I am becoming more 

curious—and dubious—about my framework.

In this chapter, then, I question myself, my presuppositions about 

reflexivity in reading and assessing these essays. In the following, I consider 

my learning biography as a passage that is fundamental to enable listening and 

recognizing that students bear different stories, relationships to knowledge, 

and their own ways to reflexivity. Then, I will compare two students’ essays 

by using Gilligan’s Listening Guide (Gilligan et al., 2003), a generative method 

of analysis that enables a deeper quality of listening and understanding. 

The differences between these two students’ assignments illuminate—I will 

argue—the diversity of reflexivity.

Systemic Reflexivity: Beyond Reflection

Reflexivity is considered a key feature of qualitative interpretative inquiry, 

entailing the researcher’s capacity for self-positioning (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2000; Maton, 2003; Simon & Chard, 2014). As a reflexive systemic researcher, 

I should be aware that my action is embedded in a context (Lyle, 2019) and 

take responsibility for the impact of my choices and actions on the people and 

systems involved in my research. And yet, what is reflexivity? How is it different 

from reflection? Do we really need another word to talk about it?
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A literature review on systemic social work and the learning needs of 

social educators (Formenti & Rigamonti, 2020) has shown that reflection and 

reflexivity are often used interchangeably. Both refer to the human capacity 

of creating recursive loops of the mind—thinking about our own thinking 

and acting—as a result of the systemic properties of the mind: circularity, 

interconnection, and feed-back. However, reflection is a cognitive skill by 

which individuals analyse their actions and thoughts in order to adapt or 

change the course of action. It is involved in identifying errors, making plans, 

and taking decisions. It can be used to revise the meaning of past action, too. 

Reflection is individual, adaptational, and self-orienting (Ferguson, 2018; 

Schön, 1983).

We use reflexivity, instead, to stress the calibration of action (Bateson, 

1972) in a complex, evolving, and layered environment. It goes beyond 

cognitive skills since it entails interactions with changing and unpredictable 

situations. Reflexivity can be seen as a meta-competence entailing a range 

of skills beyond reflection. For authors with a psychoanalytic background 

(Hunt, 2013), it includes the workings of the unconscious; for post-colonial 

and feminist scholars (Lykes & Távara, 2020), it encompasses relationality 

and dialogue. In the systemic reading of social work (Krause, 2012; McNamee, 

2009; Partridge et al., 2019), it considers the entanglement between the 

observer and the observed (Foerster, 1981). Trans-individual, entangled, 

and multilanguage reflexivity (Jude, 2018; Simon & Chard, 2014) embraces 

disorientation and uncertainty. So, while reflection relies on rationality, that 

is used to categorize, clarify boundaries, check outcomes, and find solutions 

to problems, reflexivity relies on relationality and positionality, allowing 

to see a larger and deeper picture, and to act coherently, recognizing the 

embeddedness, complexity, and mystery of human experience and the 

polyrhythmic quality of learning processes as a basis for emancipation 

(Alhadeff-Jones, 2016).

Our literature review (Formenti & Rigamonti, 2020) identified three levels 

of analysis of reflexivity as a systemic feature. At the microlevel, self-reflexivity 

(Bingle & Middleton, 2019) is employed by subjects to explore their own ideas 
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(Magnuson et al., 2012) and to question their previous judgement (Andrew, 

2015; Taylor & White, 2001), combining sensorial, emotional, and experiential 

information (Ferguson, 2018). Students and professionals in social work and 

education can be empowered by this capacity (Kearns & McArdle, 2012; Papp 

& Rácz, 2016). At the mesolevel, shared or relational reflexivity is a quality of a 

group, program, or organization (Bingle & Middleton, 2019; Dugmore et al., 2018; 

Jude, 2018) that nurtures its capacity as a whole to respond to the evolving 

needs and identities of its components, partners, users, and interlocutors, 

and to the environment. This level of reflexivity enhances the calibration of 

collective action, relational awareness (Partridge et al., 2019) and shared 

authority (Watson, 2019). At the macrolevel, cultural reflexivity is the possibility 

to reveal societal structures and discourses (Monson, 2020); it becomes 

epistemic reflexivity (Bourdieu, in Maton, 2003) when aimed at highlighting 

the role of (dominant) knowledge in the construction of professional practice 

(White, 1997). This enhances the professionals’ capacity of interpretation and 

interrogation of the normative categories implemented in their practices and 

workplaces, coming from the dominant discourses in the wider society, not 

only a personal thing (Taylor & White, 2001).

In the world of practice, reflexivity is a key competence (Ball, 2013; 

D’Cruz et al., 2007) that sustains the professionals’ capacity for adaptation 

and calibration, as well as the evolution of meaning and identity (Papp & 

Rácz, 2016). Ryan and Walsh (2018) connect it to critical pedagogy and 

social justice: ‘There is no possibility of global equality without a reflexive 

critique of society’s educational provision and of the assumptions which 

define knowledge. Reflexivity is essential for all educators who aspire to 

social justice’ (p. 1). The exercise of critical subjectivity (self-reflexivity) 

goes together with the awareness of the circularity between subject and 

environment (shared/relational reflexivity), and the possibility to talk back 

to power. Without reflexivity, higher education would be reduced to the mere 

transfer of culturally embedded (dominant, hegemonic) contents, values, 

and practices. Reflexivity brings to interrogate any idea or action that has 

been normalized and naturalized.
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However, in a provocative chapter, Lynch (2000) wonders about its 

meaning and epistemic virtue. Any paradigm seems to invoke it, like a mantra. 

Besides, any thoughtless device could perform a recursive process of feed-

back. More importantly, he states that claiming reflexivity as an unquestioned 

value could marginalize those who do not appropriately perform it. For 

instance, learners from other cultures or epistemologies, with different values 

and life experiences, who may not be at ease with propositional knowledge. 

If we consider reflexivity as a performance, it becomes normative, and this 

creates a strange, paradoxical loop. As a researcher and a teacher, I feel 

compelled to revise this concept and my practice of it, and to question its 

outcomes. What do I consider as an ‘appropriate performance’ of reflexivity? 

Am I contributing to raising consciousness, or marginalizing those students 

who do not perform appropriate skills? 

My Experience: An Auto-ethnographic Exercise

In teaching, I follow the principles of complexity and co-operative 

transformation (Formenti, 2018), based on von Foerster’s aesthetical 

imperative ‘if you desire to see, learn how to act’ and the ethical imperative: 

‘act always so as to increase the number of choices’ (1973, pp. 60–61), on 

Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning (Mezirow et al., 2000), and 

Heron’s practice of co-operative inquiry (1996). My syllabus is based on 

‘learning by doing’; reflexivity starts from reconsidering experience and 

read it with a plurality of lenses. Taking inspiration from Frizelle (2020), I use 

autoethnography to highlight the political in my experience of teaching. I 

wonder if my action reproduces or reveals oppression in my students’ academic 

experience. Most academic teaching, in fact, is normative and normalizing; 

teaching practices are very seldom questioned. The disconnection of the 

professional from the personal brings to disembodiment; emotions, bodies, 

and biographic experiences are expunged. When teaching is presented as 

neutral and objective (Hooks, 2003; Shor & Freire, 1987; Sternberg, 2002), 

it reinforces the statu quo and hinders the emergence of new thoughts and 
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actions. While Frizelle’s work (2020) is focused on personal knowledge about 

LGBTQ issues, my aim is to interrogate my learning experience and compare 

it with my students’. Is it possible that I unintendedly enact oppression by 

forcing students towards performing reflexivity? Does my pedagogy foster 

empowerment and voice?

My autoethnographic journey started by a biographical reconstruction of 

my relationship to knowing (Munari, 1993), and its evolution:

I have always been a good learner. My odds were unfavourable for 

gender, social class, and family background. No graduated persons among 

my relatives. But learning came very easy for me, and a hidden hierarchy 

of privilege ensures that excellent students benefit positive attention, 

recognition, and access to more education and resources. ‘Poor learners’ were 

disenfranchised and oppressed at school. Maybe I cannot fully understand 

the learning experience of those who feel unfit to the system. Only after 

my PhD I realized my position as a non-traditional student, a working-class 

woman in HE, with problems with the university habitus, and I opened up to 

vulnerability, starting to challenge previous thoughts and practices. I was 

able, in time, to name my own hyper adaptation to the academic profile, and 

to question my assumptions.

From 1999 to 2010 (Formenti, 2009, 2014), I taught teachers and invited 

them to write autobiographically on how did I learn about learning? I wanted 

to offer them the opportunity to build awareness and understanding of 

their personal relationship to knowing. Their narratives about their learning 

journey illuminated individual singular experiences; occasionally, they 

mentioned specific positive or negative relationships; only very rarely they 

became critical of the context—at the meso and macrolevels. In that period, 

I collected more than one thousand self-reflexive essays that confirmed—

as I see it now—an implicit assumption about individual and cognitive 

reflection (not reflexivity) as a pillar in the building of a teacher’s identity, 

while social engagement, power awareness, and collective learning remained 

in the shadows. I was not asking explicitly enough to explore the social and 

institutional dimensions of their learning.
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In 2005 I started using a compositional approach inspired by Heron’s 

work (1996), where autobiographical awareness mingled with presentational 

languages, collaborative sense-making, and social commitment. The 

collaboration with younger researchers brought me to explore the interplay 

of material and symbolic objects (Formenti et al., 2017), the construction 

of collective minds (Del Negro & Formenti, 2019), and the multiplication of 

voices and stories in the classroom (Formenti & Jorio, 2019; Formenti & 

Rigamonti, 2020). Using autoethnography to booster the reflexive impact 

of autobiography, I formalized a pedagogical model based on systemic 

reflexivity (Formenti, 2017, 2018; Heron, 1996).

Now, I question myself: What kind of learners are my students? Do I 

design, run, and assess my courses coherently with their life experiences, 

or am I enforcing my own agenda, reinforcing mystification and power? 

This dilemma is also fuelled by critiques: some students complain about 

being challenged and not supported enough; some struggle when I ask 

them to take a position towards learning and towards oneself as a learner. 

My assignments risk to add on structural constraints, power issues, and 

misrecognition. Power is unbalanced in my favour: they have no choice but 

comply. The university sends a message that knowledge is one and everyone 

learns in the same way; somehow, my message is no different. Yes, I propose 

a personalized curriculum to sustain each student’s uniqueness, interests, 

and way of knowing and learning, but this very proposal might paradoxically 

marginalize those who perform in a way that appears to me inappropriate. 

That is, ‘not enough reflexive’. This is why I tried to read the reflexive essays 

written by my students with a fresher look, paying specific attention to their 

voices.

Listening To Voices (and Voicing) in the Reflexive Essay

Speaking of students’ voices, and their relationship to academic success, 

it is crucial to recognize that ‘voice’ may be a problematic construct, and 

narrowed down to domesticated voices, as argued by many studies in critical 
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interpretative inquiry (see for example Young & Jerome, 2020). For space 

reasons, I cannot develop this argument here, but I want to stress that 

voice is an emergent quality of a relationship and a context: in oppressive 

relationships, the individual does not have a voice, and sometimes the journey 

to ‘voicing’ oneself is very long. Besides, voice is multiple and changeable: 

we express different needs, desires, identities in different situations and 

moments of our lives. So, for me learning is not about ‘discovering my true 

voice’ (an ontological, static, individual construct), but ‘voicing the multiple 

voices’ and consider their relational and social effects. It is also about taking 

responsibility for the process.

In the reflexive essay, I ask each student to (re)interpret their learning 

path by writing in a narrative yet academic way (i.e. bringing arguments, 

using quotes, referring to theories and concepts, etc.), using the first person, 

and bridging their experience in the course (and beyond) with aesthetical 

imagination, theory, and practice. It is a challenging task, but a good way to 

start self-assessment and to build some awareness of one’s own learning. I 

take this essay as a starting point for a process of evaluation that ends with 

the oral exam. Many students seem to learn while writing, rereading and 

rewriting their text, then when they receive my written feedback (some of 

them talk about an epiphany), and in the dialogic conversation that we have 

during the exam, bringing to a final mark. The first evaluation of the essays 

is challenging for me. I read them looking for clues of systemic reflexivity 

and the ‘four Cs’: criticality, creativity, curiosity, and collaboration. Usually, 

a few of the essays lack both reflection and reflexivity; these students ‘cut-

and-paste’ concepts from the readings. Most students perform some kind of 

reflection, for example in comments about something that happened during 

the course, or ideas found in the readings, or some experience interpreted 

in the light of the course contents. Reflexivity—as defined above—is more 

elusive and rarer; since the reflexive process is invisible, I can only infer it. 

What are my clues? In the past few years, I have used creativity, curiosity, 

collaboration, and criticality as guidelines for the assessment, but I am 

searching for a more rigorous and respectful method.
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Last year, I analysed more thoroughly a corpus of 18 reflexive essays 

written by master students. I wondered: are these students empowered by 

writing a reflexive essay, as I would like to think? During the course (15 months 

long), they have been invited on many occasions to question themselves, to 

enact emotional and relational awareness individually and collectively, to 

write stories and use active listening, to discuss with each other about their 

traineeship and work experience: did this reflexive pedagogy build reflexivity 

and self-reflexivity? How is this witnessed in the writings?

I took inspiration from the Listening Guide, an interpretative method for 

analysis developed by Gilligan and coll. (2003), based on four steps:

A.	� Listening to the plot: what is the landscape, what is happening 

here? This thematic analysis, based on relationships and process, 

recognizes the author’s position, as well as the researcher’s.

B.	� Listening to the subject’s multiple voices by creating an I-poem 

made by extrapolating all the phrases starting with ‘I’ in the original 

order; the researcher chooses the length of each phrase and uses 

punctuation and cuts to enhance the poetic quality and rhythm of 

the resulting text.

C.	� Listening to counterpoints: different voices are marked to signal a 

change in attitude, style, or a recurrent content etc. These voices can 

work in unison, in opposition, or complementarily.

D.	� The researcher composes the final text using the different readings 

and reflexive notes.

In all phases, the researcher is engaged with their own values and 

expectations. Since this method celebrates interpretation, it requires self-

reflexivity and a willingness to question each step of the analysis. In building 

the I poem, since the subject is often implicit in the Italian language, and the 

construction of the phrase is not linear as in English, I had to interpret and 

make choices about cuts, already at the level of the text. Then, I realized 

that each word or phrase in these texts can be read as a tentative of ‘voicing 
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oneself’ (more selves, indeed), but the outcome will depend on the quality of 

my listening. I tried to be faithful to words, and aware of my frameworks of 

meaning.

I divided the I poems in stanzas following my inspiration, to enhance 

the emerging different voices and their counterpoints. This obliged me to 

recognize my interpretative contribution at each step in the process.

Here, I present the results of my analysis of two students’ work, Clare 

and Bella. I have chosen them because of the differences in how they enact 

their reflexivity. While Clare is the ‘typical’ academically performing student, 

connecting field experience with theory, using a research methodology and 

justificating her choices at every step, Bella can appear, at a first glance, as a 

narrator, very sensitive but ‘not reflexive enough’. The juxtaposition of their 

poems I illuminated my prejudice about what is/is not reflexive.

Students’ Voices in the Text:  
Clare and Bella

Clare: A key to open every door?

In her project for the master course, Clare decided to compare two programs: 

her workplace—a day unit for vulnerable children—and a group home for 

adolescents; this comparison of ‘two contexts, apparently so similar, then 

distinguishing them in every single facet’, brought her to refine her gaze: ‘my 

eyes, used to see the way of doing in my workplace, revealed my own lenses, 

and brought to my attention the differences of thought, manners, cultures’.

An epiphany inspired her title—A key to open every door? In front of a 

locked office in the group home, searching in a bulky keyring, the hosting 

colleague said this is a big waste of time in shifts. Clare was struck:
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�‘I thought it would be more practical to avoid that burden, that cumulates 

on many others. In my workplace, I have a master key for all the locked 

rooms. [Then] I wondered on the metaphor: would it be more meaningful 

and helpful to have one and the same solution for every situation, as a 

master key […] or a thought for every choice, a solution that would not 

forcibly fit with every problem?’

She started to look for more details and differences within the units. Both 

places looked similar, ‘homelike’:

�‘[…] a dining room, a kitchen and a large salon with sofas that represent to 

me […] a symbol of sharing. When a boy comes through the door, kicking 

off his shoes and diving to the couch, to me that’s the moment when the 

place has become his.’

In both places, relationships are the core of intervention: not only with the 

children, but with parents, teachers, sport coaches, friends, church, and local 

community. Weaving a network of relationships ‘is helpful to make the child 

feel a protagonist’ and to map ‘who are the subjects involved in his care’. Little 

by little, Clare comes to question the way of doing at her workplace: ‘Why are 

our actions done in such a way and not another one?’. Since actions come 

‘from the ideas we hold about the children and their families’, she decides to 

investigate the representations in the two teams by asking open questions 

(a questionnaire compiled by each professional) and surprisingly she receives 

similar answers about ideas, but different ones about actions. This difference 

can be tackled using theory; Clare is very fond of Clinica della formazione 

(Ferrante & Palmieri, 2019) a Foucauldian approach that combines the 

material, structural and relational dimensions of the pedagogical apparatus 

that could be used—she argues—to reveal structural aspects ‘enacted by the 

professionals but never exposed, understood or analysed’.

In the day unit, the child is represented as ‘deprived, lacking routine, 

disoriented, resourceful but unknowingly so, hurt but competent’. Also, the 
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group home professionals speak of ‘disorientation, lack of routine, resources’, 

but they stress more the desire for new experiences, the search for beauty, a 

sort of energy, strength, and resilience that is manifested by the adolescents. 

The good and the bad seem more balanced in this case. Clare wonders about 

the educators’ biographies and values; she thinks they should be challenged: 

‘What makes you think that this dad doesn’t want to stay with his son? What 

is your idea of a functional father?’

Clare identifies contradictions between ideas and actions in observing 

everyday life in the unit. For example, the idea of a competent child against the 

constant control by educators. Or: the representation of disoriented children 

against the implementation of an unstructured setting. She wonders: ‘What 

is behind an educational choice? Why are these units so different? What is 

the hidden idea under, or inside, the two systems?’

She starts to develop her ‘clinic and critical’ reflexivity (using the 

language of Clinica della formazione) naming all the structural and contextual 

constraints impinging on professionals: the unit’s routine and habitus, the 

organization, the funding process from the welfare system, the needs and 

behaviours of the children themselves and their families. In the closing of 

the text, she expresses satisfaction for her achievements, and a desire for 

‘a change in perspective’ as a leverage for change in action. She has realized 

that children at her workplace are framed as lacking and fragile due to their 

past. On the contrary, the group home is more focused on the present, and 

this seems to open more possibilities for action.

�‘I am aware that working for years in a context may bring to stagnating 

thoughts; I wish I will always have diverse lenses in my pocket, to be 

used in new, complex and “uncombed” situations, which are common in 

educational work.’
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Clare’s I-poem (due to space limitations, this is a short version).

I like to start

Questioning myself

To make the path, to see

Distinguishing

I wanted to find

I work

I have chosen to write

I was asking

I explain

I work

Joking with the colleague

I have thought

I wondered

I work

As I said, I made choices in writing the I poem. In it, I hear two alternating 

voices. As two birds: one on the ground picking seeds (I work), the other on 

a tree branch looking at it, questioning, making distinctions and choices. The 

reflexive Clare observes, thinks and problematizes, comparing and wrapping 

up her data. The working Clare is less audible but strong: I work is iterated in 

the text, creating a rhythm. She can joke with a colleague and ask questions 

too, playing different positions in the system. It seems to me that she 

celebrates both reflection and reflexivity, using verbs that refer to actions 

and thoughts. The way she uses structural theory and pedagogy to answer a 

dilemma is very personal and engaged.
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Bella: The Vegetable Garden as a Time-free Space

Bella has just started a new job as a social educator in a group home for 

adolescent males. In her reflexive essay, she starts by a long autobiographic 

narrative connecting her learning path to her father and to the vegetable 

garden as a transforming place, where physical action, emotions, identity, 

and self-recognition can happen.

�‘Since a child I was playing with neighbours selling plants and flowers 

[…] I remember my father, during the summer he devoted himself to the 

vegetable garden […] hardly left me try by myself, he was afraid that I 

could break the plants’ roots […] He put in this so much love and passion 

that I just stood there and look at him […] 

�Entering adolescence, I less and less went out to the garden with my 

father […] until third year of high school […] I started to notice that I was 

accompanied by rage, sadness, tiredness, joy, bitterness, frustration, 

light-heartedness. Working the vegetable garden allowed me to fully live 

the emotions I was feeling […] I could let off steam […] inflicting the spade 

as a blade. 

�I could cut the buds of tomatoes with a surgeon’s precision […] I could stay 

hours contemplating its beauty […] nobody but the darkness of the night 

could tell me it was time to go home. I have learnt there to better know 

myself; I have learnt to recognize my emotions; I have learnt to live them.’

She tells how she has learned to trust herself, ‘going to the garden meant 

dedicate time to me’. This story offers a landscape for the following part of 

the essay, describing her project for the master course at her workplace. 

The garden activity is not scheduled in the weekly program of the unit: she 

wants it to be free and atemporal: ‘children are drowned by detailed programs, 

organized to the minute to accommodate school, homework, sport, support 

family, origin family’, so she wonders: what is left for improvisation or simply 

doing nothing? 
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Bella intends to ‘follow the flux of what the boys bring in’. But her 

colleagues are puzzled: Who is running the garden? What are we planning to 

grow? Let’s abound with tomatoes, so we will not need to buy them, right? 

But Bella wants to ‘experiment together, exchange knowledge’ and foster 

self-discovery. She knows that doing brings memories. Every child has a 

right to live with nature, nurturing imagination, collaboration, problem solving, 

and self-esteem.

Four boys decide to volunteer and prepare the ground with her. Then, a 

forced pause to allow the terrain to rest and absorb nutrients. ‘The boys were 

impatient to sow […] but we had to slow down […] As for the ground, neither 

the mind can be arranged once and for all, you have to go back to it every 

day, doing what is needed to keep it well nurtured and fertile’. Then, time to 

sow. An older boy joins the group, re-enacting previous learning at a foster 

home. ‘Waiting day by day the tiny creatures’ sprouting. Not easy, the waiting 

seemed never ending, but the joy of seeing a little green new-born leave is 

priceless.’

Bella starts to notice that boys often go to the garden to check but also 

to vent, after a quarrel, in search for a connection with the sky’s beauty, the 

changing weather, birds, insects, touching the wholeness of life. Or learning 

that a pumpkin flower will become a pumpkin only if pollinated. ‘So, everything 

depends on the context and diverse environmental factors, no matter how 

much care we put in it, it is not said that we will get the outcome we hope for.’

Bella’s focus is the experiment, not its outcomes. She is happy when the 

boys try to involve other educators; these seemed puzzled by the apparent 

chaos. ‘I tried to explain that we were attending the garden, but not interested 

in harvesting, rather in experimenting and studying nature’. They stopped 

asking. During a meeting she tried again to make her point on

�‘the relevance of atemporal activities in our daily life, which is packed with 

organized things. I was surprised that only one colleague endorsed me, 

while the others remained silent. Maybe it was not the best moment or 

maybe we are not ready as a team to let go our weekly planning.’
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When I composed Bella’s I-poem, I realized that her text is divided in 

three parts: an autobiographic part where almost all the phrases have ‘I’ as 

a subject, a middle part about the garden project, with very few ‘I-phrases’, 

and a final part with a mix of subjects. This triggered a question: how can we 

detect self-reflexivity without an ‘I’?

Bella’s I-poem (due to space limitations, this is a short version).

I played

I remember, I remember

I liked going out, lend a hand

I went, I joined

I remember

l watched, I stayed looking at him

I penetrated

I went out

I did not want to listen

I felt free to experiment

I felt I could live

I could vent digging, inflicting

I could cut, choose

I could stay, admire, contemplate

I learnt to know myself

I learnt to recognize

I learnt to live them

I don’t remember
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I had nobody

I was open to listen

I jumped in

I tried to put into practice

I trimmed

I felt bad, I had not obtained, I lost courage

I decided—I would never have to deal with this again

I was satisfied in seeing, I could see

I had to do it, I was ready to, I could experiment and prove myself

I started devoting myself

I wanted

I understood

I realized that meant devoting time to myself

I needed to stop and reflect, I had to chill out

[here, a long silence of the I when the project starts—the subject is 

mostly ‘them’, the boys, or the colleagues]

I made [them] notice

I did not insist, I expected

I will need to tackle

I had not explained

I was doing

I told we are arranging, I tried to explain, I managed to talk

I tried.

Bella has a way to express her reflexivity that is not mental, but more 

related to emotions, actions, and the environment. I used stanzas to 

represent my grasp of this journey, hearing a different voice at each step: the 

remembering young woman, the explorer, the empowered adult, the learning, 
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the resilient, the self-aware. She uses images and metaphors, she shows 

systemic sensitivity—for the garden, the sprouts, the boys, the clouds, her 

team, herself—she can refer to theory to sustain her choices and illustrate 

her motivations, but this is not central to her text. I am able, now, thanks 

to this exercise, to appreciate more this kind of text, that may appear ‘less 

academically appropriate’ just because the author’s subjectivity prevails 

on critical arguments: but what is more critical, nowadays, than creating 

a chaotic time-free garden, or celebrating the need for slowing down, and 

respect the rhythms of nature?

Conclusions

With this first endeavour, I tried to explore my theory and practice of 

reflexivity as a teacher in HE, a critical systemic researcher in adult education, 

and a learner myself. I have argued that the distinction between reflection 

and reflexivity is helpful in separating a cognitive skill—useful for adaptation 

and decision making—from a meta-competence that allows more complex 

processes, beyond the rational and conscious domain, beyond the individual, 

and a narrow, ontological, monological view of identity and voice. Using the 

Listening Guide on Bella’s and Clare’s essays has been illuminating, and the 

source of my prejudice became evident: while Bella does not intellectualize, 

Clare uses a mental vocabulary (compare the verbs in their ‘I Poems’). 

Besides, Clare devotes a large part of her essay to theory. She performs 

better, academically speaking. However, Bella’s voices appear richer, more 

embodied, her biography is explored in a very significant way as a determinant 

of her professional identity. They are different, and their difference needs to 

be considered when they receive assessment.

This exercise allowed me to become more attentive to the strategies of 

voicing that students use in their assignments, and to discuss with them 

about it. A further step in shared reflexivity.
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Introduction

In this chapter, we primarily focus on the perspective of mature students 

(25+) who have made the decision to attend secondary school in Poland. 

Pursuing this type of education requires long-term commitment, dedication, 

and various resources. It entails venturing beyond one’s daily routine 

and openness to engaging in new activities. Particularly, we examine 

the motivations and concerns of adult students as they continue their 

educational journey beyond compulsory education. We also explore the 

characteristics of the educational process, the challenges encountered, and 

the multidimensional benefits associated with participating in such activities.

Research on adult secondary schools in Poland has received limited 

attention in recent years. Existing studies highlight the educational benefits 

and efficiency of these institutions for adult learners, but they are often 

undervalued by society (Duda, 2021; Kurantowicz & Nizińska, 2012). 

Schools for adults, stage II sectoral vocational schools, and post-

secondary schools are part of the adult education and training system in 
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Poland. Schools for adults are available to those who wish to complete their 

primary or secondary education or obtain new vocational qualifications 

and skills for personal or professional reasons1. However, they are not very 

popular, only 2.5% of adult Poles (aged 25+) participate in this form of 

education (Petelewicz et al., 2023). 

Adult secondary schools use a semester-based credit system, where 

credit allocation varies depending on the teacher. Minimum attendance of 

50% is required. The programmes culminate in achieving Level 4 proficiency in 

the Polish Qualifications Framework through a vocational exam administered 

by an external commission and non-vocational subjects are also assessed 

and credited on a semester basis. While education in these institutions is 

generally free, non-public schools receive state subsidies. 

A group of mature students captured our particular interest due to  

the unique life circumstances in which they resume their learning journeys.  

We focus on the areas of shaping decisions concerning taking up education  

and staying in the process (i.e. making decisions, concerns, motivations), 

perception of the educational process and coping strategies, as well 

as benefits. We examine how previous educational experiences, from 

compulsory education, shape the motivation, concerns, and expectations 

of adult students. Findings from other researchers indicate that they have 

profound influence on attitude towards school, motivation, and expectations. 

Deeply rooted schemes can serve as a source of barriers and concerns (such 

as fear of evaluation and the need for traditional confirmation of acquired 

knowledge) and at the same time as a source of support for individuals, 

shaping their orientation towards rewards (Crowder & Pupynin, 1995). 

Motivations are examined from the perspective of biographical learning, 

taking into account transitional moments and crises (Alheit, 2011; Erikson, 

1980). We consider external stimuli and internal factors, as well as their 

persistence throughout the learning process (Niebrzydowski, 1989).

1	� Secondary school for adults lasts 8 semesters (4 years), and those who completed stage 1 of a vocational school can 
enter at the third semester. Graduates before 2017 must complete an 8-semester education cycle. The matura exams, 
similar to those in youth schools, are required for obtaining a full secondary education for higher education admission, but 
they are not compulsory.
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We look at the educational process from the perspective of adult 

students. On one hand, we examine how they cope with it, what approaches 

they employ, and what their expectations are. On the other hand, we observe 

the organisation of the educational process itself—to what extent it differs 

from standard formative learning and the patterns known from compulsory 

education. In the literature, it is noted that prior educational experiences 

have an impact not only on the decision-making process but also on its 

course and quality. Thinking patterns are shaped by years spent in school, 

which is reflected in the acceptance of the belief that the responsibility for 

learning rests on the institution and teachers, and it is the duty of teachers 

to ensure that students know what they should know (Illeris, 2007). Martin 

Kohli argues that the universal education system, along with its defined 

levels and profiles of qualifications, determines the starting point and initial 

opportunities for individuals and sets the direction in which their lives can 

subsequently unfold, consequently shaping their social positioning as 

well (Alheit, 2011, p. 9). School is a key site for shaping patterns of learning, 

through the internalization of specific educational content, individuals also 

learn certain forms of learning.

Empirical findings show that adult learning is most often undertaken 

in relation to work (Czarnik et al., 2022; Petelewicz et al., 2023). However, 

from the perspective of the individual, participation in educational activities 

has a much broader range of functions and benefits. As T. Schuler and D. 

Watson point out, ‘learning reinforces the power to take control of one’s own 

life’ (2009, pp. 7–15). It relates to various dimensions: cognitive, emotional, 

and social, it helps to build social capital and open up new avenues of 

personal development and confidence (Illeris, 2007). In the psychological 

perspective, the key determinants of educational success among learners 

include problem-solving abilities, effective knowledge acquisition, and 

the application of acquired experiences, broadly referred to as intellectual 

abilities. From a sociological perspective, educational effectiveness aims to 

reduce social inequalities by narrowing the achievement gap, particularly 

among vulnerable groups (Kyriakides et al., 2018).
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Methods

In order to explore above-mentioned issues, we used the data from a 

qualitative research project Institutional Dimension of Adult Learning 

at the Local Level, which aimed to diagnose the situation in the area of 

formal and non-formal learning from the perspective of local government 

representatives, educational institution managers, as well as users.

The project was conducted between January and April 2022 in 6 counties, in 

Poland. A total of 50 in-depth, face-to-face interviews were conducted, including 

24 with learners. For the purpose of the analysis presented in this chapter, only 

participants of formal adult education were included, totalling 14 interviews. The 

interviews were structured and focused on issues such as the decision-making 

process, characteristics and perception of the undertaken educational activity, 

life situation/context, future educational needs, and plans. The basic criterion 

for recruitment was to be an active student at the secondary school for adults, 

having completed at least half of the educational programme. Eight people 

attended general secondary school, five attended an administrative technician 

programme, and one attended a food service technician programme.

Nevertheless, additional characteristics were also taken into account 

to maintain diversification among the cases, such as gender (4 men, 10 

women), age (3 people:  25–34 years, 11 people: 35–49 years), achieved 

level of education (4 people at ISCED 2: lower secondary, 5 people at ISCED 

3: vocational, and 4 people at ISCED 4: secondary without upper secondary), 

and occupational status (11 people employed in medium and low skilled 

occupations according to the ISCO 08 classification; 2 people in the process 

of changing jobs, 1 person inactive). Each interview lasted around 90 minutes, 

was transcribed, coded, and analysed with MAXQDA software.

Results

The final decision to apply for secondary school was, in most cases, 

a challenging and complex matter for the interviewers. Becoming a 
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student requires substantial commitment lasting a few years, which has a 

considerable impact on daily life. This involves attending classes, engaging 

in study sessions, and dedicating time to exam preparation, all of which 

become integral parts of one’s daily tasks and responsibilities. The notion 

of ‘maturing to the decision’ often recurs in their narratives. Respondents 

often mentioned that the decision to pursue further education was a gradual 

process that evolved over time. 

The reasons for the postponement are primarily attributed to the 

challenging and complex life situations faced by the respondents. These 

situations encompass the burden of family responsibilities associated with 

raising children, unexpected and sometimes traumatic events such as the 

loss of a loved one. 

The results of the study confirm theoretical findings that adults often 

undertake their educational endeavours during milestones in their lives. 

The act of engaging in education is viewed as a way for individuals to 

restructure their lives and foster personal growth (Alheit, 2011). Moments of 

‘suspension’ in one’s biography, crisis of values, or a decrease in the quality 

of interpersonal relationships are often motivating factors for individuals 

to engage in education (Kurantowicz & Nizińska, 2012). In the narratives of 

our respondents, some kind of change seems to be a key motivating factor 

for pursuing education, which particularly resonates in the narratives of 

women.  The decision to study often aligns with a sense of ‘regaining’ time 

and personal space, which correlates with a decrease in the responsibilities 

associated with the mother’s caretaker role. This change allows for more 

time to dedicate to personal commitments, but it also represents a form of 

transition in women’s lives, where the need to fill a certain void and explore 

new activities for self-development emerged.

The concerns of our interviewers can be divided into two categories. The 

first one refers to experiences and assumptions stemming from compulsory 

education. The experience of the interrupted/broken educational path as 

well as some recollections of school life, student–teacher relations, school 

failures, shape fears concerning their educational performance in adulthood. 
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They doubted their cognitive abilities. What is more, they were anxious about 

taking part in traditional assessment processes, especially in front of others 

(Kolb & Kolb, 2022). According to theoretical assumptions, adults often must 

overcome negative self-perceptions regarding their abilities as learners and 

their potential for learning. Current educational experiences and decisions 

are influenced by the residual memories of all past learning moments. The 

significance lies in those acquired during compulsory formal education (often 

negative), as well as subsequent experiences that can support the breaking 

of barriers and reluctance to reenter the school environment. Although we 

do not know how individuals develop this capacity throughout their lives and 

at what stage, when they make the decision to pursue further education, for 

some of them (especially older students, whose decision-making process 

is spread over time and may last for years), it signifies leaving behind any 

negative self-identifications associated with learning (ibidem).

It should be noted, however, that these initial fears slowly abated during the 

process and sometimes even constituted a source of additional motivation. 

The interviewees brushed up knowledge and skills and compared what they 

had learned in the past with the current—lower in their opinion—requirements 

in key subjects, i.e. those required for the secondary school leaving diploma 

and those commonly regarded as difficult. What they had learned in the past 

was treated as a valuable resource to build up their position and to be shared 

with others. The interviewees also raised the issue of previous educational 

successes, predispositions, unfulfilled plans, and ambitions.   They seem to be 

important in legitimising the decision to start learning at a later age, but also 

supporting them in remaining in the educational process. ‘Let me put it this 

way, I thought the level would be higher, that’s one thing. And two, well, in my 

case there just weren’t any surprises’ (ID_U_16).

Interviewees emphasise that experience of the break in education 

contributed to change of the approach—greater appreciation of knowledge 

and strengthening the desire to learn, reaching the maturity to participate 

fully in the educational process. 
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�‘First of all, I don’t know, maybe you also need to grow up, you understand 

more from the lessons, you work harder. But it’s also, I’ll tell you, a break 

from everyday life. (…) I can learn something more. Well, I think I would do it a 

second time, a fourth time too (laughs). Yes, I don’t think I regret it’ (ID_U_10).

The second category of concerns are those connected with the ability 

to reconcile learning with other responsibilities, especially in long-term 

perspective. Women were especially under pressure concerning handling 

household chores, childcare and at the same time attending classes and 

studying at home. Some of the interviewees work in shifts, also during 

weekends when classes are held, which makes it difficult to combine working 

hours and presence at the classes. 

Motivation seems to be a complex issue, influenced by both external and 

internal factors. It is often stimulated by professional career aspirations as 

well as specific patterns within the environment, particularly when positive 

educational models exist among family or friends. 

In some cases, interviewees make the decision to attend school together 

with another person such as relatives or friends. This arrangement seems 

very supportive and gives the advantage of mutual motivation throughout the 

learning journey. It also provides a sense of security and reduces uncertainty 

when facing new challenges. The respondents’ relatively low level of cultural 

capital, along with their apprehensions and doubts about their own abilities to 

engage in a culturally distant educational domain, may underlie the need for 

collective decision-making in pursuing studies and the shared experience of 

learning.

However, the reasons why respondents decide to enter secondary school 

are much more complex, they are neither solely instrumental nor solely autotelic. 

While instrumental motivations, which are often associated with professional 

plans, do exist, they appear less frequently in the narratives of interviewers 

and are typically not mentioned as the primary reason. In their responses, 

respondents indicate a desire for a change in their professional status, the 

potential for increased earnings, and the opportunity to leverage various 
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initiatives or programs offered by labour market institutions. These motivations 

ultimately relate to the increase of higher social and professional status. 

It seems, however, that internal motivation is much more powerful for 

them, perhaps resulting from their specific stage of life and the conviction 

that this is the best and sometimes the last opportunity to engage in learning. 

An important factor is their personal sense of lacking an education and the 

desire to satisfy unfulfilled educational ambitions. Interviewees stated that 

they had to go beyond the embarrassment and inferiority connected with 

low level of education. They experienced it in institutions, the workplace or 

when looking for a job, sometimes also among friends or in the family.  

Another category of motivations is those connected with the desire 

and need for personal development and strengthening interviewees’ 

empowerment. ‘One would like to show people something else. One would 

like to prove something, that I can do this, that I could, I don’t know, change my 

qualifications, change my job’ (ID_U_15).

Such conclusions are confirmed by other studies on lifelong learning, 

where the motivation to overcome one’s own limitations is emphasised 

among other reasons (Illeris, 2007; Kurantowicz & Nizińska, 2012). According 

to sociologist Anthony Giddens, people strive for a sense of continuity in 

building meaning in their lives, endeavouring to construct their own identity, 

their vocation or destiny (Giddens, 1991). Initial motivation is crucial on the 

starting point, but an equally significant aspect is the issue of maintaining 

motivation till the end. Quantitative research (Lee & Pang, 2013) focusing on 

the factors that encourage adults to engage in learning also demonstrates 

that educational achievements positively correlate with autotelic motivation, 

such as cognitive curiosity, acquiring new knowledge, expanding horizons, 

and learning for the sheer joy of it. 

Our analysis shows that receiving support during the educational 

process is a vital factor in maintaining motivation of the interviewees. In the 

narratives, women frequently expressed the need for external support. The 

systemic context, which has deeply influenced the respondents’ attachment 

to their social roles, is noteworthy. In Poland, there is a high degree of familial 
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caregiving, yet there is limited availability of systemic support for families. 

Women bear a major share of household duties, extending beyond childcare. 

For our female respondents, receiving support from family members, 

particularly instrumental support, was highly valued as a facilitator of 

learning. The most common allies for the respondents were parents or 

husbands, partners who assumed childcare responsibilities, and adult or 

adolescent children who helped with household duties. We can also notice 

differences that emerged concerning the extent and intensity of assistance, 

notably in the realm of emotional support provided by the partner or 

husband. This support ranged from expressing confidence in the decision to 

pursue education to motivating the respondent to persist in the educational 

process, especially during challenging moments.

�‘It started when the online began, and I was saying “I can’t do this”. You 

know, at home, with the kids, it was hard. But my husband was saying 

“you can do it, this won’t last forever”. He said, “you can do it, you’ll make 

it”. And I made it’ (ID_U_10).

Adults participating in secondary schools typically do not associate it with 

receiving regular support in the form of additional funding. The interviewees do 

not consider it necessary, as their perceived participation costs are generally 

low, given that students usually do not pay for learning. However, participants 

are solely responsible for minimizing additional costs such as transportation 

expenses to the educational institution or the purchase of learning materials 

and equipment. Real costs, such as forgoing participation in a course aligned 

with personal interests and needs due to distance or not purchasing books, 

as well as sharing computer equipment with school-age children, are not 

adequately addressed or fully recognized by the respondents.

Systemic solutions are also inadequate in providing support for 

economically active adults who choose to pursue learning that is not directly 

connected to their workplace and not organised by their employer. Much 

relies on the goodwill of the employer as well as the organisational skills and 
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determination of the interviewees. However, in some cases, adjusting one’s job 

to the schedule of classes is not feasible, resulting in significant consequences.

�‘I had an unpleasant situation at work because someone was just jealous 

that someone could go to school at this age. And this was a young person, 

who was just able to, I don’t know, complain that I am taking lessons 

online while at work. That’s not nice. I lost one of my job responsibilities 

because of this […]’ (IDI_U_14).

Perception of Educational Process

Starting school for adults means also becoming part of a new social entity 

and being a member of the new social group. Building relationships and 

getting to know people are important and generally satisfying aspects of 

undertaking adult education. The perception of self and own position in the 

students’ group is connected to the attitude towards learning and the way 

of participation in the process. All our interviewees shape their perception 

of themselves within the group, based on the distinct division between their 

own—mature subgroup and ‘youngsters’. Participants aged 25 and older, in 

their own opinion, treat the educational process seriously and appreciate the 

opportunity to supplement their knowledge. They decided to become adult 

students, because they want to learn and gain as much as they can from 

being in the process. They are deeply involved in classes and more respectful 

towards teachers. The interviewees have a sense of responsibility for the 

group, they have a feeling that how the lesson goes on depends on them 

in some way. Their level of commitment to tasks is high, they try to answer 

questions and participate in discussions. They do not want to disappoint 

the teacher’s presumed expectations, so they try to stay until the end of 

class, while some others in the group leave earlier. Mature students share 

a positive, committed attitude, which can be an important factor in building 

identity, stimulating, and supporting each other (Kolb & Kolb, 2022).

The image of the younger group is drawn just the opposite. According to 
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mature students’ opinions, ‘younger’ classmates are not making an effort, 

rather they meet the attendance requirement and learn at a minimum level—

just to pass. They don’t do what is required of them during the lesson—

they talk, play with their phones, and are not prepared for the classes 

as recommended by the teachers. Nevertheless, the relationships in the 

whole group are most often described as good, the atmosphere between 

students is friendly and despite a clear division, all students are integrated. 

They exchange information, share materials with each other and spend time 

together during breaks and sometimes even after school.

Starting a learning activity at a school for adults is a return to patterns 

of behaviour familiar from compulsory education, particularly strong is 

acceptance of the hierarchical order and inferiority towards teachers (Freire, 

1992). The teacher is treated as the person in charge for the whole process, 

while the student is a ‘receiver’ with no prospect to influence the process, 

rather taking it for granted (Illeris, 2007).  There is a lack of opportunity to 

shape the content, the teaching conditions, the teacher’s assessment or 

to draw on one’s own experiences in an educational context (Kurantowicz & 

Nizińska, 2012, p. 72). The respondents accept and perform assignments, even 

though they are not always comfortable with its form, i.e. in front of the others 

they do not question the didactic methods and in many cases do not even ask 

for additional explanation. That has profound consequences, especially in the 

case of difficult subjects. Many concerns in schools for adults revolve around 

mathematics. The respondents are aware of their deficiencies stemming from 

previous educational stages, which influence their anxiety at present. However, 

learning English is the most problematic. English is taught at an advanced level 

in secondary school; however, for most of our respondents, this is their first 

contact with learning this language. They do not receive any additional help 

from teachers or the school when they have difficulties in understanding the 

material. The problem with lack of the basic knowledge hampering progress 

in language learning is overlooked by teachers and institutions, and students 

have to deal with it on their own. 

Teachers’ authority, a positive evaluation of their knowledge and 
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involvement are present in most narratives. Students appreciate activities 

which, in their opinion, show that teachers treat them as adults. The fact 

that they can leave for personal reasons, take time off early, have a coffee 

during class, and that there are no unexpected tests or questions asked that 

count towards the grading is perceived as significantly different from the way 

children and young people are treated. Manifestations of being treated as a 

partner are perceived by the students as exceptional and worth emphasising, 

but they are rather superficial and fit into the canon of expected relations 

between adults.  It is difficult to find significant manifestations of a more 

‘adult’ treatment of pupils and the implementation of andragogical principles, 

apart from less control and criticism by the teachers.

Submissive attitudes are present also in the institution. Mature students, 

often burdened by an inconvenient schedule, assignments, and rules that 

are not adjusted to the needs of the adults, tend to accept them without 

questioning. The issue of support received from the educational institution 

in terms of organising the educational process and changes in its scope does 

not appear in the narratives of the respondents. 

The didactic process itself duplicates patterns known from the initial 

education of the Polish school system. The dominant methods are teacher-

centred instruction, other, more activating techniques such as group work 

or even the independent preparation and presentation of a topic is used 

sporadically. Respondents who have encountered such methods evaluate them 

positively, but it seems that the strongly imprinted ways of thinking result in a 

lack of expectations that classes differ from a typical school lesson. Teachers 

use well-known educational tools and didactic methods: solving assignments 

at the blackboard, selecting students for answers, ‘cross-questioning’, 

assigning homework, and finally giving grades, expressed in numbers, which 

do not indicate what contributed to a particular grade. When talking about their 

learning, students describe: taking notes, photocopying, organising materials, 

repeating from notes, and less frequently searching for additional sources on 

the Internet. The activities undertaken are reproductive in nature, while utilising 

one’s own initiative, going beyond the minimum required by teachers, is rare. 
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They move within the framework set by the institution, taking for granted 

the existing norms and ways of doing things. Returning to education after a 

break—as someone with extensive life experiences, they unreflectively, and 

seem that even with satisfaction or relief, accept the reality of school, which 

does not differ much from what is remembered from the past (Freire, 1992).

Teachers encourage students to work on their own, to read, to prepare 

for classes, but the students themselves are responsible for their own 

motivation. Most of the respondents try to integrate self-directed learning 

into their daily lives, which is difficult given their professional and family 

responsibilities. The time set aside for learning is usually at the expense of 

leisure, late in the evening after other everyday tasks have been completed. 

It is adjusted to other personal responsibilities, generally does not occur at a 

fixed point in the day and depends on the opportunities at hand. Because adult 

education uses a system crediting all subjects taught at the end of a given 

semester, students have an accumulation of learning and assignments to be 

completed at that time. Especially in the first year, this stage is accompanied 

by negative emotions and stress, it is a critical moment, associated with a 

decrease in initial enthusiasm, anxiety and fatigue, evoking thoughts of 

resignation. According to our respondents, this is the moment when many 

people give up without even attempting to pass the courses.

Benefits from Learning

When discussing the benefits, we focus on both, those that are intended within 

the education system (primarily referring to the achievement of specific 

learning outcomes) and those that arise from hidden, often unintended, and 

unconscious functions of learning (Illeris, 2007). The opportunity to acquire 

new knowledge and expand one’s cognitive horizons is a natural and intended 

benefit of the educational process, as perceived by the interviewees.

Acquiring new skills and knowledge enables the interviewees to perform 

their professional tasks more effectively, but also to apply them in everyday 

life situations (such as handling official matters or providing assistance to 
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family members). Developing communication skills, general knowledge, and 

self-confidence allows for a better understanding of the surrounding reality 

and social processes. Furthermore, strengthening an entrepreneurial mindset 

involves acquiring skills in organising time differently than before, often 

stemming from the need to balance household and work responsibilities with 

learning. Although this type of training can be demanding for the interviewees, 

it enhances and develops their ability to effectively manage their time and 

self-motivate, especially in situations of overwhelming obligations, requiring 

early morning mobilization for weekend classes.

In the process of learning, the interviewees not only acquire new 

knowledge and expand their cognitive horizons but primarily enhance their 

social competencies. ‘I’ve got more self-confidence, one knows more, knows 

more about regulations, what is around. Relations for sure, getting to know 

new people, from different backgrounds, that’s the first thing’ (ID_U_2).

Engaging with a group that is diverse in terms of age, life experiences, and 

professional backgrounds allows for a better understanding of the surrounding 

reality and social processes. It provides an opportunity to broaden the range 

of cultural codes, enabling active participation in conversations, training in 

engaging in discussions and presenting arguments. This helps individuals feel 

more confident in various communication contexts, not only in school but also 

in their personal and professional lives. Usually, this phenomenon is called in 

the literature learning from one another or peer learning (Briggs, 2013; Gogus, 

2012). However, it should also be noted that schools, to a limited extent, 

reinforce a learning culture that also respects informal and incidental learning 

processes, particularly in the development of the social competencies. These 

competencies usually develop unintentionally, and schools do not reinforce 

the peer learning process or validate these competencies.

Adult learning in the case of mature interviewees seems to be a tool for 

empowerment. 

�‘We do support each other; my self-confidence has been boosted. It was 

always like that—you are only housewife, only children, home duties, 
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cleaning, washing to the fact that we support each other, I feel so valued. 

Here, I can notice I’m better than that, I can do something’ (ID_U_15).

Learning strengthens the sense of control over their own life and 

encompasses various dimensions: cognitive, emotional, and social. Besides the 

perceived primary expansion of knowledge and skills, educational activities also 

contribute to expanding networks and developing social relationships. They 

open up new paths for personal development, provide information on navigating 

fewer familiar areas of social reality, including institutional dimensions, and can 

influence the overall well-being and confidence of individuals.

Discussion

The presented analyses are part of a growing body of literature concerning 

adult education, focusing on the perspective of motivations, expectations, 

obstacles that mature students meet during their learning process and 

benefits that they gain. However, from a Polish perspective studies on 

formal, secondary education of adults are scarce (Kurantowicz & Nizińska, 

2012).  We have focused on three issues: making the decision to start and 

to continue secondary education, the perception of the educational process 

and the benefits mature students get from it. In all of them the particularly 

influential factors are the experiences from compulsory education that are 

shaping attitudes towards school, learning, teachers, as well as expectations, 

concerns, and potential gains. 

Our interviewees went through some kind of disturbance of their 

educational trajectory, which shaped on one hand the feeling of loss and 

longing for coming back to supplement the level of education, and on the 

other deeply rooted schemes of past experiences and picture of their own 

way of functioning at primary school. They have a strong need to turn back to 

the patterns from compulsory education with a central role and superiority 

of a teacher. They have a load of acceptance toward school rules copied from 

compulsory education. Mature students approve them without questioning 
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and even with relief, while at the same time they would like to be treated as 

adults. The schemes and roles best known to them from the past are vivid, 

the further analysis should be carried on, how to make the formal education 

comfortable for adult students, but at the same time moving on rebuilding 

the patterns to make the process more profitable for them. 

At the beginning of the process mature students are enthusiastic, ready 

for the challenge, eager to give themselves a chance to learn and to make 

up for some failures from the past. Nevertheless, neither teachers, nor the 

institutions recognize their needs and assets that can be used to make the 

whole process more profitable. Deeply internalized, oppressive patterns are 

replicated what limits the opportunity to develop reflexivity and creativity 

(Freire, 1992). The sense of inferiority towards teachers and, in general, the 

institution of school, hampers their criticality and attempts to postulate 

changes that could bring some adjustments to the characteristics of the 

situation and competencies of mature students. Even though encountering 

many obstacles and burdened with work, home duties and attending classes, 

adult students are motivated to persevere till graduation. It might have some 

sources in the long decision-making process and strong belief that now 

they are mature enough to appreciate the possibility of getting knowledge. 

As A. Kolb and D. Kolb (2022) stated that the decision of re-entering formal 

education involves deconstruction of the self-perception as learners, 

especially leaving behind negative identities as former unsuccessful students 

or concerning insufficient cognitive abilities. Internal motivation, such as 

regretting not having good enough level of education and feeling ashamed 

or embarrassed because of it,  the sense of it being the last opportunity 

to start education and the desire and need for personal development  is 

also significant. In addition, the life stage seems to be an important factor, 

especially change in the scope of parental roles, creating a space for personal 

development. 

Nevertheless, high motivation and dedication may decrease as a result 

of the challenges that students encounter during the education in secondary 

school. Especially, that there is no systemic, regular, adjusted support from 
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institutions, even in the situations that obviously are out of the control of the 

students, like schedule not matching working hours or timetable that suits 

teacher not considering the needs of students, or no chance for remedial 

classes when they need to catch up with some subjects. In problematic 

situations interviewees usually look for external but not institutionalised 

support—mainly partners, grown up children or new friends from school.  

The most popular didactic method in formal education for adults is 

teacher-centred instruction, more activating techniques such as working in 

groups or even independent preparation and presentation of individual issues 

are used sporadically. The circumstances that explain this phenomenon 

should be explored in the further analysis. Even though the secondary 

school for adults does not recognise their needs and does not implement 

solutions supporting learning of the mature students, participation in the 

process is a source of satisfaction and development in many dimensions. 

Acquired skills and knowledge allows the respondents to better perform 

professional tasks, but also to use them in everyday life situations. Gaining 

communication competences, general knowledge and self-confidence allows 

them to better understand the surrounding reality and social processes, the 

expanded range of cultural codes enables engaging in conversations more 

freely, and the training of participation in discussions helps to feel more 

confident in many social situations. Some of those benefits are unintended 

and are the result of informal school situations such as getting to know 

new people and communication in a group that is diverse in terms of age, 

life, and work experience. Schools should strengthen this learning culture 

to a greater extent so that it also respects the processes and outcomes of 

informal and incidental learning, e.g. in shaping social competences. As Boud 

et al. (2001) stated, educational institutions, including adult schools, should 

establish frameworks for learning that enable and strengthen prosocial 

behaviours and validate the social competencies acquired by the learners. 

These institutions can shape their own learning cultures to respect informal 

and incidental learning processes among the participants, which could be 

especially beneficial for adult students at secondary schools.
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Chapter 4

Ricardo Simões & Natália Rego

Evolution of lifelong learning and M23  
students at the Polytechnic Institute 
of Cávado and Ave in Portugal

Introduction

The concept of lifelong learning first appeared in the 90s, as a strategy 

that, starting from the recognition of ‘competence insufficiencies and 

inadequacies’, in particular in the area of ICT (Information and Communication 

Technology), aims to meet the need to ‘learn and acquire new skills, adapting 

to new challenges and situations’ (Canário, 2003, p. 194). It is in this framework 

of new knowledge, in a context of structural unemployment, that this new 

paradigm of the higher education system for the adult population emerges, 

as part of a set of measures for the ‘European Employment Strategy’ (Lisbon 

European Council, 2000), and which recognized the economic value of 

education (Commission of the European Communities, 2000). 

In this scope, lifelong learning has been one of the drivers for our 

governments in the area of education, as a way of promoting employment, 

social inclusion, active citizenship, and personal development. The different 
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policies of the European Union (EU) on lifelong learning, over more than a 

decade, have been collated in a paper discussing the influence those policies 

had on competitiveness and social stability (Panitsidou, 2012). Namely, they 

conclude that the ambitious goals set in 2000 were hampered by the linguistic 

and cultural pluralism of the EU ‘political formation’, despite the positive 

convergence to a coherent policy framework. The need to progressively bet on 

the field of education, not only for the young unemployed, but for adults which 

seek, evermore, to match the needs and the Higher Education qualifications 

demands by the labour market, which is dynamic and in continuous evolution, 

is increasingly important in the face of the age of information technology 

(Holford, 2023). In a review of policies since the 90s, Holford (2023) highlights 

the role of lifelong learning in society, building tolerance and community 

resilience, and fostering communication and knowledge development. He 

also tackles the role of continuing education in providing workers with up-

to-date skills and minimize labour market exclusion. 

Ever since the aforementioned Lisbon European Council, the Portuguese 

government has been in line with European educational policies. These efforts 

by the government often have direct impact, such as the recent creation of the 

‘Professional Masters’, through the reform of the juridic system of degrees 

and diplomas in Portugal, in 2018, and the recent Law Decree No. 27/2021, 

of April 16, which aims to modernize the incentive regime for cooperation 

between higher education institutions (HEI), the public administration, and 

companies, and support diversification of the formal training portfolio and 

lifelong learning.

In addition, the M23 access regime, imposed by the 2006 Bologna process, 

under the Portuguese Law Decree No. 64/2006, of March 21, modified the 

standard of students entering for the first time in the higher education 

system, allowing specific entry means for candidates over the age of 23. In 

this new access regime, applicants followed a selection process with a series 

of steps and criteria which are different from those of ‘traditional’ student 

applications. In this new process, the curriculum vitae of the applicant is taken 

into consideration, recognizing value in addition to their academic degrees, 
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namely their professional experience and complementary education, as 

well as their communication and argumentative skills and their motivation 

(evaluated through interviews).

Multiple factors have been identified to bring students to apply again to 

advanced studies in a later stage of their lives. Some studies (Cross, 1981; 

Monteagudo, 2008; Soares, Almeida & Ferreira, 2010) analysed a series of 

such factors. Among them, one can highlight the economic motivations, 

such as career promotion, change of career or job, or simply being currently 

unemployed. Also of remark are some social motivations, such as aiming to 

obtain a degree or diploma. Last, some structural motivations were identified, 

such as acquiring new knowledge/skills, specializing in a certain area, or even 

try new experiences.

Several authors (Canário, 2004; Jarvis, 2004; Knapper, 2000; Mark, 

2006; Merriam, 2000; Pires, 2008, 2009), to mention only a few, appear 

unanimous in defending that the need of integrating an increasingly diverse 

and diversified group of students in higher education institutions will be 

a challenge for the near future. They demonstrate that integrating adult 

students in HEI has revealed a series of benefits, in addition to pursuing the 

previously mentioned system wide goals. These students feature some 

specific characteristics innate to their life experience, which usually translate 

to an active and critical stance, quite different from ‘traditional’ students. They 

manifest willingness to share personal experiences, and to express their 

opinions and critical thinking. The lower academic background is balanced by 

their higher experience in life (and, in particular, in the labour market), and the 

competences they acquired through practice, allowing in this way, for them 

to have a different and more critical perspective on the different curricular 

units, and over the balance within the degree between theory and practice 

(or lack thereof). Also, if their professional experience is allowed room to be 

shared within the classes, can greatly benefit the academic success of the 

curricular units.

However, when these students are admitted to the HEI, they face an 

academic reality characterized by a high degree of demand, for which they 
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typically are not accustomed. These difficulties are documented in some 

studies. One can cite, for example, Mark (2006) who has classified these 

barriers into 3 categories: (1) personal, when the individual has attitudes, 

perceptions, or expectations which affect their capability for participation, 

(2) situational, related with the personal situation of the adult student (lack 

of time, distance from home, lack of a conducive study environment, etc), 

and (3) institutional, the prevalence of a culture in the HEI targeted towards 

the ‘traditional’ student in terms of practices and evaluations. 

Currently, the main difficulties of the adult student lay a lack of previous 

knowledge of some core concepts as well as the difficult balance between the 

social roles they perform as adults, their personal life, and their professional 

life. Although they typically feature high degree of motivation, these 

students often exhibit difficulties with certain advanced course content. 

This circumstance derives from the fact that many come from alternative 

education paths (compared to ‘traditional’ students) or having interrupted 

their studies for a long period of time, and this has an impact in terms of a 

deficit in core skills (such as written language and math). In addition to this 

shortcoming, many of the adult students have long lost study routines and 

strategies. Last, they always fight against available time, managing ongoing 

activities of both their professional and family life, which are both known to 

have increased over recent decades in terms of individual engagement.

In the study Educação e Formação de Adultos: Políticas, Práticas e 

Investigação (Ferreira, 2011), which is available only in Portuguese, but 

which can loosely be translated as ‘Education and Training of Adults: Policies, 

Practices, and Research’ (this proposed translation is of the responsibility 

of the authors of the present work), a diagnostic is provided on the 

transformation of Higher Education in terms of integrating adults. The author 

recognizes ‘the clear need to integrate the specificities of adult students in 

the policies, development processes, and in the common practice of higher 

education institutions, going beyond the guarantee of access’ (again, a free 

translation by the authors of the present work), calling for analysis and 

revision of the practices which are set in traditional systems.
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In the face of the current scenario, it is thus vital that HEI create specific 

structures for supporting adult students, and even more so those who are 

admitted via the M23 regime. It is undeniable that the inclusion of these 

students brings a positive contribution to higher education, for the interesting 

dynamics within the classroom, as well as the creation of new opportunities 

for workers with enhanced qualifications in companies, fostering improved 

competitiveness/productivity, as well as innovation in the corporate and 

industrial worlds.

Methods

In order to identify critical aspects of lifelong learning strategies and foster 

the participation of adult students within Higher Education, the authors 

started with an analysis of the Skills Boost IPCA 2025 programme (detailed 

below). They participated in several institutional meetings that were 

scheduled with the goal of planning policy changes related to this specific 

programme, as well as meetings scheduled to decide details of its practical 

implementation. These meetings typically included degree directors as well 

as heads of department and/or scientific areas. Some additional discussions 

on these topics were held at several academic bodies:

– Scientific council of the School of Design

– Scientific council of the School of Technology

– Pedagogic council of the School of Design

– Pedagogic council of the School of Technology

Combining these different sources of information, the authors then extracted 

some consensual opinions, and some pros and cons of different suggested 

action points. Finally, the authors drafted a set of measures aimed at promoting 

the academic success of adult students, as proposed below. These potential 

measures are the authors’ perspective and do not represent an institutional 

strategy/vision, nor do authors claim these are consensual within the institution, 
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but, nevertheless, the proposals are grounded on the aforementioned multiple 

opinions and suggestions of a significant number of relevant faculty members.

Results

The Skills Boost IPCA 2025 Programme

The offer of re-skilling, up-skilling and lifelong learning programmes falls under 

the Polytechnic Institute of Cávado and Ave (IPCA) institutional strategy and 

its educational and scientific project. At IPCA a project was created in early 

2022 entitled Skills boost IPCA 2025, under the Portuguese Program for 

Recovery and Resilience (PRR), which aims to contribute in the North region 

towards the national goals in post-pandemic transformation and recovery. 

This project is mostly focused on challenges and objectives of the Portugal 

2030 strategy, among which are the increase of the number of students in 

the higher education system (in particular those in STEAM areas and digital 

competences), the increase of the participation from the adult population in 

lifelong learning, the decrease in school abandonment, and the increase of 

graduates from higher education. 

Within the Skills boost IPCA 2025, some actions are particularly relevant 

in the scope of the ‘IMPULSO ADULTOS’2, a government strategic initiative 

focused on the transformation of the labour market and new employability 

requirements. Between 2015 and 2020, IPCA increased its total number of 

students from 3910 to 5704 (an increase of 46%), mainly due to an increase 

in the number of students in Masters and Higher Professional Technical 

Courses (TeSP) in STEAM areas. In 2020, 44% of the students attended 

IPCA in the evening (after working hours). To further improve this scenario, 

new educational offers are now being created (and others reformulated) in 

2	  �This programme was created within the scope of the Plan for Recovery and Resilience, after the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
was focused on supporting the conversion and updating of skills of active adults, through short-term training in higher 
education, at initial and postgraduate levels, in all areas of knowledge, as well as on-the-job training. Investment codes 
RE-C06-i03 of funding call 01/PRR/2021 of the Portuguese Republic. 

	  �More information at https://sites.google.com/view/prrprogramasimpulso/home

https://sites.google.com/view/prrprogramasimpulso/home
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terms of postgraduate educational offer, short advanced programmes, short 

courses designed with companies, and professional masters. The Skills boost 

IPCA 2025 programme thus targets the reinforcement of the educational 

offer which promotes new skills and knowledge throughout life, particularly 

aimed at the active population with a professional activity relevant in the 

area, mainly through two types of actions:

(1) �Professional oriented masters with the duration of 2 semesters 

corresponding to 60 ECTS (according to article 18, No. 2 of the Decree-

Law No. 65/2018, of August 16), designed in collaboration with 

companies and aiming at recognition and accreditation of the students’ 

professional experience. These degrees also aim at developing applied 

research skills, together with companies, technology and knowledge-

transfer centres, and R&D units. These degrees must be evaluated and 

approved by the Portuguese Agency for Evaluation and Accreditation 

of Higher Education (A3ES).

(2) �TeSP degrees for active population, that are mostly delivered in the 

evening (after working hours) so that students can attend classes 

and develop their academic work while maintaining a professional 

activity. These degrees are created in collaboration with social and 

business entities to respond directly to the needs of the labour 

market, with the accreditation of the professional experience 

of students being highly stimulated up to the limit of 50% of the 

ECTS (which is established by the legal framework). This action will 

boost the capability for re-skilling and up-skilling among the adult 

population without previous higher education, in compliance with the 

goals defined by the Portuguese Government and set in the PRR.

IPCA currently offers 19 (traditional) master’s degrees. Through the 

SKILLS BOOST 2025@IPCA, 8 new Professional master’s degrees are 

proposed to start in 2022/2023, which represents an increase of 42%. Thus, 

the overall number of students is expected to have a peak rise in just 2 years.
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The list of Professional Masters includes:

– 3D Modelling and Additive Manufacturing

– STEAM Education Technologies

– Cybersecurity

– Logistics and Production Management

– Supply Chain Management and Logistics

– Fiscal and Tax Management

– Executive Management

– Tourism Accommodation Management

The list of TeSP (in the evening, after working hours) includes:

– Digital Audiovisual

– Injection Plastics Moulding

– Insurance Management

– Construction Preparation and Management

– Collaborative Robotics and Industrial Intelligence

– Advanced Welding

– Digital Marketing and Social Media

– Data Protection and Security for Information Systems

In these lists, two very important aspects can be clearly identified: the 

proposed study cycles cover all the major areas of activity of IPCA (namely, all 

its schools), and on the other hand, they deal with topics which are currently 

very relevant in industry and society (and which for the most part are publicly 

recognized as important competences). This reflects how the entire Skills 

boost IPCA 2025 program was created with a clear focus on the real needs 

of the job market. There is also a very clear distinction between the training 

at the TeSP level and the Professional Masters, which reflects the depth at 

which topics can be pursued and the very different target audience (namely 

as the Professional Masters require, by legislation, specific admission criteria 

in terms of several years of experience).
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Discussion

Given all that was previously described, it is imperative to foster critical 

thinking about the role of HEI on promoting better integration and inclusion 

conditions for adult students, and which promote the academic success of 

this group of students. HEI must adapt to the changing features and needs of 

this population, not only for its role as an education institution, but because 

the paradigm of lifelong learning demands a reorganization to accommodate 

the target audience.

Here are some measures that can, depending naturally on the specific 

cases, contribute to promote the academic success of adult students, at all 

degree levels:

1)	� The possibility to enlarge the degree conclusion expected period by 1 

year (from either a typical 2 or 3 years training period, e.g., 4 years for 

a 3 years bachelor), with no additional tuition cost for the first time 

they are enrolled in each class. This means a lighter load, and that the 

student might be taking only 3 curricular units per semester.

2)	� Setting a part-time frequency regime for the different degrees, 

based on the optimizing class size, available spaces, and reducing 

the weekly academic workload. For example, the possibility to be 

enrolled at a 50% dedication, which in practical terms implies the 

degree will take twice as long to complete, but for students with 

intensive professional careers, it could be the enabling factor for 

enrolling in a new degree.

3)	� Ensure that evaluation mechanisms are based on acquired 

competences, assigning high importance to practical (over 

theoretical) components.

4)	� Identify and implement content more adapted to building up from 

existing experience and adjust course programs to the needs that 

student highlight as required for their professional activities. 
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Specifically in the context of bachelor’s degrees, there are additional 

measures that could cumulatively contribute to the aforementioned 

academic success:

1)	� IOffer more evening (after working hours) schedules for bachelor’s 

degrees where there is a high number of M23 students applying.

2)	� IIncrease the maximum number of admissions specifically for M23 

students in evening (after working hours) study cycles.

Both in the case of bachelor’s and master’s degrees, one additional 

measure would be considered:

1)	� ICreate an extra (and optional) preliminary semester of classes, 

entitled ‘Year zero’. In this semester, that would take place before the 

first year of regular classes, modules would be delivered with core 

content that is usually covered at the high school level, but which 

the student did not cover and is required to properly attend the 

bachelor’s or master’s degree. For example, basic mathematics, or 

introduction to programming, etc., depending on the specific profile 

of each school. As an alternative to having dedicated classes for 

these topics, in some cases this could be achieved through already 

existing curricular units in other degrees and allowing the students 

to attend those for a very low fee.

Conclusions

As HEI expand and restructure their degree portfolio in accordance with 

national directives, namely focused on lifelong learning and requalification 

of active professionals, critical thinking is needed to adjust norms and 

procedures to accommodate for the specificities of adult students, and 

particularly those admitted via the M23 regime. These students, when 

included in classes with students that come from the traditional access to 
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higher education, can foster very positive in-class dynamics and sharing 

of experiences. However, measures are required that consider either long 

periods of academic inactivity or the lack of background (core competences) 

in some fundamental area of the degree those students are pursuing. 

With proper planning it will be possible to ensure the success of all new 

degrees being proposed, which will in turn have a significant positive effect 

on national competitiveness, and the quality of life, and well-being of active 

professionals. In the case of IPCA, the quantify and breadth of proposed 

new study cycles required a quick analysis of these aspects that will allow 

meeting the goals of the Skills boost IPCA 2025 project.
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Chapter 5

Henrique M. A. C. Fonseca & Lucília Santos

Social environmental changes influence on the 
profile of mature students in higher education:  
An exploratory study

Introduction

The starting point for this study was the curiosity to know the general 

panorama of NTS23 at the University of Aveiro (UA), in Portugal. Our focus 

was on the time period 2010–2020 during which two major social and 

environmental crises occurred: 1) the economic and financial crisis of 2013, 

and 2) the COVID-19 pandemic since late 2019. Both had had significant 

impact. However, the COVID-19 pandemic imposed new rules and restrictions 

on the daily life worldwide (WHO, 2020) leading to structural consequences 

at the educational level. This precipitated profound changes in teaching and 

learning, hitting academia hard: the lockdown.

Academic actors were impacted differently based to their role in schools. 

Our focus is to analyse the impact of the lockdown on a specific population 

and context: non-traditional students older than 23 years (NTS23) at the UA, 

Portugal. 
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This cohort of students has been studied since 2006 when the national 

contest that regulates their access to higher education (HE) was implemented. 

Several studies (Bago, 2011; Fragoso, 2013) have been conducted, allowing 

the establishment of these students’ profile, their evolution, reactions to 

the economic and financial crisis of 2013–2014, motivations to enter HE, 

expectations, encountered obstacles, academic performance, dropout rates, 

and how they face the labour market after graduation.

Now facing another crisis with a different impact on their livelihoods, families, 

jobs, etc., we were curious to know how they responded. After a brief incursion 

into the databases, we stumbled upon surprising information, leading us to the 

following facts: during the pandemic period, NTS23 experienced lower dropout 

rates and better academic performance compared to traditional students (TS), 

indicating higher resilience among NTS23 students. This situation is not new in 

the literature (Kimhi et al., 2020; Osam, 2017; Tinto, 1993) and is linked with the 

sociodemographic characteristics of the students. Thus, this study examined 

the evolution of those characteristics within the NTS23 cohort.

How can we explain such occurrences? What individual attitudes (from 

students, teachers, and other academic entities) helped to mitigate and, in 

some cases, overcome the effects of this anomaly? 

Methods

To answer these and other questions, we conducted a mixed process analysis, 

utilizing university quantitative databases for simple statistical analysis and 

a qualitative, non-codified analysis of survey responses from students and 

their teachers. The survey covered parameters similar to previous research 

and on new parameters directly linked to the pandemic situation. This blended 

method provides a broad and deep understanding of NTS23’s perceptions, 

and the strengths in each approach outweighing the weaknesses in the 

other, rendering a more robust understanding of non-traditional student 

perceptions (Creswell, 2014). Note that we won’t explore the field of Adult 

Learning Theory, as it is beyond this study’s scope.
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Quantitative data for this study were collected in July 2021. The response 

rate (24.4) was affected by the lockdown, reflecting resulting changes in 

procedures to comply with data protection and confidentiality. Answers were 

obtained online, duly anonymised, and treated with strict confidentiality 

under the General Regulation for Data Protection of UA, with students’ 

consent and approval of UA’s academic authorities.

The survey participants included: a) NTS23 students enrolled at the 

University of Aveiro in 2022, who had attended classes in the academic years 

2019–2021; and b) teachers who were in contact with these students during 

the same time course.

For NTS23 students, the survey covered their academic experiences since 

the fall of 2019, motivations to attend university, expectations regarding their 

degree, and obstacles or barriers encountered in their academic trajectory.

The factors defining the NTS23 profile in the UA included: gender, 

age, academic graduation status, employment status, profession and its 

relationship with the undergraduate course applied for, and their enrolment 

status. A relevant parameter of this study is the number of effective 

enrolments versus the number of vacancies available for these candidates 

at the UA. After becoming students at UA, the focus shifted to their academic 

performance and dropout rates. Other parameters relevant for characterizing 

this cohort, according to some authors (Choy, 2002; Radford et al., 2015), 

such financial independence, having dependents, single mother status, and 

late enrolment were addressed in a different study (Fragoso et al., 2013).

Following the listing of curricular units (CU) attended and their logistic 

context (face-to-face or at distance), students were asked to rate their 

final attainment in comparison with their expectations and to identify any 

adjustment in the teaching and learning processes implemented by the 

teacher. If adjustments were noticed, students were asked whether they are 

beneficial and why.

UA’s teachers assumed various roles such as course director, CU 

coordinator, and/or teacher of curricular units with at least 5% NTS23 

attendees in their total number. We inquired about the changes implemented 
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to teaching and learning processes to mitigate the transition from face-to-

face to at-distance situations. This included understanding the motives 

behind the changes, the outcomes of those changes, or the reasons for not 

implementing any changes at all. Additionally, we explored their preparedness 

to move to an at-distance situation and the impact of their decisions on 

present ‘normal’ academic context.

Background Information 

The following overview presents information obtained within two main 

domains: data obtained from UA’s Lifelong Learning Centre, that integrates a 

NTS23 one-stop-shop, and Academic Central Services university registries. 

We conducted a simple statistical analysis on this data and carried out a 

qualitative analysis to understand the time evolution of key indicators for 

the NTS23 cohort at UA over the last 10 years. We paid particular attention 

to possible pattern alterations due to the impact of COVID-19 pandemic 

during the second semester of the 2019–2020 academic year and the entire 

scholar year of 2020–2021. 

Enrolments in the 2019–2020 academic year (January to February of 

2019) occurred under pre-pandemic conditions when the implications and 

effects of the disease were not yet known. Additionally, some parameters 

have information dating back to 2006. However, there is a singularity in the 

data regarding the year of 2014, where the available numbers appear odd 

when considering the time evolution. Currently, this singularity can only be 

attributed to a clerk error.
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Results and Discussion

NTS23 Characteristics

Considering the diverse understandings of who non-traditional students 

are (Chung, 2014), a set of common parameters is often used to characterize 

them. In this study, we specially focused on a group of students that entered 

UA through a dedicated gateway, the NTS23 (for details see Bago, 2011 and 

University of Aveiro, https://www.ua.pt/en/m23).

Previous research by Bago (2011), Gonçalves et al. (2011) and Fragoso 

et al. (2013) identified the profile of NTS23 at UA. The findings revealed that 

these students are predominantly older than 34 years, with 50% being 

female. They have parents with basic education, family responsibilities and 

children. Their spouses have HE studies, and family income is over 2k€. Most 

NTS23 completed secondary school but had up to a 20-year interruption in 

formal education. The vast majority (>80%) are employed and work full-time. 

More than 51% use the special status of worker-student and enrol full-time 

in their degree.

Despite the increase presence of NTS in HE in some countries (Chen, 

2017), this is not the case at UA, where NTS23 make up less than 5% of the 

total student’s population.

Gender

The gender parameter is seldom analysed under non-traditional student’s 

prism regarding its (in)balance (Chung, 2014). While significant research 

exists on gender issues, particularly on females in HE (Webber, 2020), 

both as traditional and/or non-traditional students (Bayrak, 2015; Carney-

Crompton, 2002; Carol et al., 2021; ElMorally et al., 2022), but not on its weight 

within the NTS cohort. 

https://www.ua.pt/en/m23
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When observing NTS23 candidacies to UA from 2006 to 2020 in terms 

of gender distribution, women comprised an average of 46% of NTS23 

population, with no shift in the overall pattern seen on the 2019 and 2020 (47% 

women). Interestingly, however, there was a slight predominance of females 

over males from 2015 to 2018 (52% women). This inversion disappears in 

2019. An overall perspective confirms a tendency of near equal distribution 

of gender throughout the years. A recent paper (Martin, 2022) addressed 

the percentages of NTS of both genders, showing a strong predominance of 

females over males, with increasing matriculation rates of both genders in 

2018 and 2019, maintaining the same tendency. As the only study found no 

comparative analysis can be made.

After an initial increase in the number of candidates from 2006 (first year 

of implementation of the NTS23 gateway) to 2009, a decrease took place due 

to the elimination of access constrains to HEIs, resulting in a re-equilibrium 

on the gender ratio. From 2013 onwards, the number of candidates gradually 

increased, a trend not disrupted during the pandemic years (Figure 1).

The final enrolment number at UA is conditioned by the numerus 

clausus, which varied over the years according to projections managed by 

the university’s central offices. Only in the years of 2008 to 2010 and 2016 

to 2017 all places were filled. In the last 10 years, an annual average of 31 

vacant places were made available, with the pandemic years of 2019–2020 

accounting for more than 100 vacancies that were not filled, denoting the 

optimistic nature of the projections. This evolution could be analysed with 

other variables, such as the number of candidates versus the number of 

approved candidates in the contest, and at national level, with the national 

employment rate and Well-Being Indicators. However, there is no national 

statistical database available, so a nationwide study could be conducted.
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Age 

The candidates’ age distribution, divided into age groups: 23–28, 29–40, 

41–52 and older than 52 years old, is presented in Figure 1. During the first 

5 years of HE contests for access through the NTS23 gateway, there was a 

visible numeric predominance of more mature students. However, in the last 

nine years, the dominant cohort has been the 23 to 28 years old group. This 

trend was not affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

These age intervals, also utilised in other studies (Chung, 2014), allow for some 

interpretation, focusing on two subsets: younger (23 to 28) and older (+29) NTS. 

A similar tendency has been reported in another HEI (Martin, 2022), showing a 

prevalence of younger students, although both subsets are increasing at different 

rates. This analysis may reflect the changes in characteristics (age) attributed 

‘exclusively’ to NTS compared to those of traditional students (Kasworm, 2018).
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Employment status

Throughout the editions of the contest (2006 to 2020) the majority of 

the NTS23 candidates are employed, a common characteristic shared with 

other NTS cohorts in different HEIs (Chung, 2014). This contrasts sharply 

with the fact that most of these candidates become full-time students. 

They use worker-student status and negotiate with their employers to take 

advantage of continuing professional development legislation. As a result, 

they may not attend all classes, but employers are legally obligated to allow 

them to attend exams. The data reveals a linear trend in the yearly evolution 

of the employed versus unemployed rate, excluding the singularity of 2014 

(Figure 2). Interestingly, 2014—the year of the financial crisis—can be seen as 

a turning point in this ratio. 
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Figure 2 – Evolution of the employed vs. unemployed ratio in NTS23 showing two distinct tendencies with 
their inflection moment between 2013 and 2015. There is no reliable data for 2014.
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Initially, the majority of NTS23 were employed, the ratio of employed vs. 

unemployed decreased until 2014 (m = -0.43). However, it then increased 

with similar intensity (m = 0.42). One could argue that the financial crisis 

marked a turning point in mentalities, a change that prevails until today, 

despite the COVID-19 pandemic.

The data also indicates that there is no direct relationship between the 

undergraduate course NTS23 candidates enrolled in and the profession of 

the employed candidates. This tendency is confirmed by the motivations 

that lead these adults to entry HEI (Table 1): the strongest motivation is the 

acquisition of knowledge (94.6%), followed by personal fulfilment (91.9%), 

and in third position, a degree achievement (86.5%). Career progression 

ranks as the 9th motivation out of the 14 proposed. Therefore, for NTS23, 

entering HE is a choice from the heart rather than the wallet, directly linked to 

well-being, quality of life, and livelihoods.

Table 1 – How NTS23 students perceive themselves in terms of motivation, obstacles/barriers, and factors 
contributing to academic success. The answers are here presented in percentiles, sorted and colour coded.

	 	 Very strong	 Strong	 Weak	 Very weak

What were the main motivaions for joining teh University?
	 Personal achievement	 62%	 34%	 3%	 0%
	 Job change	 66%	 24%	 7%	 3%
	 Acquire knowledge	 48%	 48%	 3%	 0%
	 Salary increase	 62%	 31%	 0%	 7%
	 Employability	 45%	 48%	 7%	 0%
	 Diploma	 38%	 52%	 10%	 0%
	 Professional specialization	 45%	 34%	 14%	 7%
	 Develop self-confidence	 34%	 48%	 10%	 7%
	 Continuity of studies	 41%	 34%	 14%	 10%
	 Career Development	 52%	 21%	 7%	 21%
	 Improve self-esteem	 34%	 34%	 14%	 17%
	 Develop critical reflection	 17%	 41%	 17%	 24%
	 Develop interpersonal relationship	 17%	 34%	 31%	 17%
	 Higher social status	 14%	 14%	 39%	 32%
	 Good grade in secondary	 11%	 14%	 43%	 32%
	 Because spouse/colleagues/friend(s) are licensed	 7%	 17%	 28%	 48%
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To what extent did the following factors constitute obstacles or barriers to your learning, in your path at the University?
	 Physical and emotional exhaustion	 34%	 52%	 10%	 3%
	 School-work-family conciliation	 41%	 38%	 17%	 3%
	 Time management	 21%	 59%	 21%	 0%
	 Difficulty reconciling work and university	 21%	 57%	 11%	 11%
	 Absence of studies methods	 17%	 52%	 17%	 14%
	 Incompatibility with family and/or professional schedules	 24%	 34%	 28%	 14%
	 Lack of specific support for NTS23	 21%	 41%	 17%	 21%
	 Distribution/Structuring of curricular units	 17%	 38%	 24%	 21%
	 Lack of study	 17%	 34%	 28%	 21%
	 Articulation with colleagues to carry out group work	 17%	 31%	 31%	 21%
	 Difficulties understanding certain concepts	 14%	 31%	 41%	 14%
	 Attendance	 18%	 25%	 32%	 25%
	 Financial difficulties	 3%	 34%	 48%	 14%
	 Attitude of teachers towards NTS23	 18%	 21%	 21%	 39%
	 The work you perform is distinct from the course	 11%	 21%	 32%	 36%
	 Worker-student status	 7%	 19%	 44%	 30%
	 Attitude of traditional students towards the NTS23	 14%	 7%	 38%	 41%
	 Academic Failure/Failures	 7%	 17%	 34%	 41%
	 Lack of motivation	 3%	 17%	 38%	 41%
	 The course does not meet my expectations	 7%	 3%	 48%	 41%
	 Lack of structural conditions (equipment, etc.)	 0%	 7%	 55%	 38%
	 Discrimination	 0%	 7%	 34%	 59%

To what extent have the following factors contributed to your academic success?
	 Support-Motivation-Incentive	 59%	 33%	 7%	 0%
	 I like and interest in learning	 48%	 48%	 4%	 0%
	 Capacity for self-determination and persistence	 44%	 44%	 11%	 0%
	 Sense of personal accomplishment	 37%	 52%	 7%	 4%
	 Good joob performance	 37%	 48%	 15%	 0%
	 Obtained classification	 33%	 48%	 19%	 0%
	 Class attendance and follow-up	 22%	 56%	 19%	 4%
	 Ability to manage time	 30%	 41%	 30%	 0%
	 Academic work and learning strategies	 4%	 74%	 22%	 0%
	 Management strategies carring out the work	 19%	 48%	 33%	 0%
	 Articulation between theory and practice	 11%	 59%	 30%	 0%
	 Teachers' support	 4%	 70%	 22%	 4%
	 Articulation with TS	 22%	 44%	 26%	 7%
	 Characteristics and manual help among NTS23	 27%	 42%	 8%	 23%

NTS23 represents a steady, but small percentage (3.4%) of UA students, 

distributed across 63 different courses. Once NTS23 students enter UA, 

they integrate regular classes just like TS, meaning there is no distinction 

or dedicated treatment from other classmates. However, they can access 

dedicated support on campus through the Lifelong Learning Centre.
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In essence, these students are scattered throughout the academia, 

and only eight courses (Nursing, Public Administration, Accounting (off-

-workhours), Accounting (Distance Learning), New Communication 

Technologies, Basic Education, Marketing (off-workhours), and Languages 

and Business Relations) have above 5% of the total of NTS23s.

Dropout

Dropout is a concept that has been defined in different ways (Grau-Valldosera, 

2014; Tinto, 1975). However, for this study, it is assumed as the failure of 

student to enrol for a definite number of successive semesters (Xavier & 

Meneses, 2020). 

The profile of academic dropout of NTS23 is presented in Figure 3. 

Percentage analysis indicates that NTS23 students show an average 2-fold 

higher academic dropout rate compared to their course TS colleagues. Among 

those, an average 58% dropout occurred during the first academic year. 

Student dropout behaved differently during the economic and financial 

crises and the COVID-19 pandemic. The highest average percentage was 

observed in 2014, and since then, values have stabilised at figures. Notably, 

no visible changes were observed during the pandemic period. A similar 

pattern can be observed among their classmates. 
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Figure 3 – Dropout profile of traditional (TS) and non-traditional (NTS23) students attending the same 
degree courses. Boxed in red are the years with pandemic conditions. The number over the bars indicate the 
yearly number of enrolled students. 

Academic performance 

As stated above, the present work began with our curiosity about the 

impact of two major events on the academic progress of NTS23 students. 

We formulate the hypothesis that the economic crisis and the COVID-19 

pandemic impacted the academic success of our students and particularly 

of NTS23. To validate this proposition, we consulted the academic records of 

the UA and conducted surveys with the NTS23 and their teachers.

Before proceeding, we must clarify that in the present analysis, we used 

a simplified concept of academic performance: the average grades recorded 

annually in the university database for curricular units, which may overlook the 

multiple qualitative aspects of student’s training in the University (Darolia, 2014). 

To our astonishment, the students exhibited a steady, moderate increase 
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in their average performance (TS, green lines: m = 0.0857 from 2010 to 2020 

and m = 0.0965 during the pandemic years) as shown in Figure 4. No visible 

impact of the 2013 crisis and the 2019 pandemic is present on TS student 

grade.

 On the other hand, when considering the performance of the NTS23 in 

the same period, there is almost a ‘plateau’ until 2018 (blue line: m = 0.0165) 

with scores below those of their TS colleagues. 
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Figure 4 – Annual academic performance (arithmetic mean) of students in undergraduate courses. The points 
highlighted in red, and the dashed lines correspond to years with pandemic conditions. The green lines are 
adjusted to traditional student (TS) mean grades. The blue lines are adjusted to the MTS23 student grades.

Generally, NTS23 ‘students demonstrate high resilience. Although some 

show more difficulties at the outset, they have a greater ability to manage 

time, being more focused on the goals they want to achieve’ [teacher]. The 

opinion of this teacher/course director is broadly perceived by those that 

contact with these students, including the NTS23 themselves, ‘the way of 
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thinking, goals and attitudes can be very different from 18-year-olds, which 

makes it a very big shock at the beginning’ [NTS24-male-25y].

The social and environmental changes from 2019 onwards seemed 

beneficial for NTS23 students, as their performance improved considerably (m 

= 0.2760), and their average grades approached those of traditional students. 

Surprisingly, the evolution of NTS23’s academic performance during the 

pandemic years was better than that of their classmates. They show a different 

behaviour pattern regarding academic performance, particularly among first-

year students, hence, higher resilience. According to the American Psychological 

Association, ‘Resilience is the process and outcome of successfully adapting 

to difficult or challenging life experiences’ empower by ‘resources and skills 

associated with more positive adaptation’ and that includes resources found in 

basic human adaptational systems (Masten, 2001).

Research on the resilience of both traditional and non-traditional students 

(NTS) provides some insights, although they are not specifically directed 

towards the COVID-19 pandemic, but rather a non-crisis scenario. Chung 

et al. (2017) found that NTS characteristics such as age, employment and 

parental responsibility have a positive impact on the level of resilience when 

compared with income and cultural background. In these later parameters, 

the levels of resilience of NTS does not differ much from TS. Life experiences, 

such as being a mature-aged student, having a job, and a family mindset, 

may contribute to higher resilience. 

To understand the nature of observed resilience among NTS23 and 

how they perceive their motivation to join the University, the obstacles, or 

barriers they face, and the advantages and disadvantages impacting their 

success, a set of questions were prepared and presented to the NTS23. As 

Quintas et al. (2014) states, for NTS23 the decision to enter the university 

is a major change in their lives, with implications on their families, profession 

carriers, and budget. They must conciliate a difficult triangulation of family, 

job, and university. 

The six main motivations for joining the University include: personal 

achievement, job change, acquisition of knowledge, salary increase, 
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employability, and to obtain the diploma (Table 1). These motivations reflect 

attributes and skills that are a long-term investment in their personal and 

professional carriers. The main obstacles faced by these students are 

physical and emotional exhaustion, school-work-family conciliation, and 

time management, closed related to the difficulty reconciling work and 

university, which is amplified by their absence of study methods.

To understand MTS23 one must not forget that most of these students 

experienced a substantial hiatus in their study paths that they are now, in a 

sense, reinitiating. They attribute their academic performance, their success, 

mainly to the support-motivation-incentive they experience and their like 

and interest in learning. This view is shared by teachers that recognise: 

�‘MTS23 students demonstrate high resilience. Although some show 

more difficulties at the outset, they have a greater ability to manage 

time, being more focused on the goals they want to achieve. Due to their 

life experience, they also tend to be more participatory than the rest in 

the context of theoretical classes’ [teacher].

During the pandemic period, under confinement, NTS23 particularly valued 

the possibility that online classes allowed them to better manage their time,  

adapting their study time to family and professional activities. They empha-

sised the ready online availability of teachers, colleagues, and study materials 

(Table 2.a). Conversely, the absence of face-to-face practical and theoret-

ical-practical classes was the biggest disadvantage reported by them. The 

strong digital literacy of many students, and particularly their TS peers, creat-

ing a conducive environment for social media applications and other eLearn-

ing platforms, empowering students to contribute to academic success. 

NST23 marked as less positive the changes implemented in the evaluation 

methods (Table 2.b). They complain about the length, available time and rigid 

modus operandi of exams, ‘exams were often very extensive (…) The logistics 

that teachers asked for during exams (filming, screen sharing, microphone-

on became a source of nervousness and fostered a lack of attention during 
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the exam’ [NTS23-female-26y] and ‘not being able to go back to review 

exam questions impaired many people, something that does not happen in 

classroom assessments’ [NTS23-male-28y].

Table 2 – How NTS23 see the advantages/disadvantages regarding (a) remote teaching and (b) what 
explains their academic performance during the pandemic. The answers are here presented in percentiles, 
sorted and colour coded.  

(a) In your case, what were the advantages and disadvantages of remote teaching
		  Advantages	 Disadvantages
	 Study time management to my profile	 88%	 12%
	 Adequacy of study time with family life	 88%	 12%
	 Adequacy of study time with professional activity	 85%	 15%
	 Availability of teachers	 81%	 19%
	 Availability of study materals suitable for the new demands of teaching/learning	 77%	 23%
	 Theoretical classes	 58%	 42% 
	 Ease of contact with classmates	 50%	 50% 
	 Practical and theoretical-practice classes	 27%	 73% 

(b) �Wath are the main changes in teaching and learning that explain the success you achieved during  
the pandemic?

	 	 Positive	 Negative
	 Use of social media applications in contact with teachers and colleagues	 96%	 4%
	 Using the elearning.ua platform	 92%	 8%
	 Availability of teachers for individualized tutoring sessions whenever necessary	 81%	 19%
	 Implemented evaluation methods	 69%	 31% 

Conclusion

In this work, we examine a specific cohort of undergraduate students, 

the MST23, during two potentially disruptive periods, the financial crisis 

o 2013–2014 and the COVID-19 pandemic of 2019–2020. Both teachers 

and the MST23 themselves acknowledge their differences from TS in 

terms of resilience, objectives, and determination. One teacher provides a 

comprehensive comment on this aspect and given here in full: 

�‘NTS23 students, not in their entirety but in large part, reveal a high 

adaptability and much more resilience than other colleagues. Their 

training is weaker, but they make up for it with a sense of responsibility 

and work. I feel their presence in the classes as an important element for 
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the other students, as an example of maturity and knowing how to be 

in the classes (aspects that are starting to be lacking in some students 

who are coming to the University via the general entrance exam). NTS23 

students are often more involved, and as they have longer professional 

experiences, they make an important contribution to the classroom’ 

[teacher].  

A NTS23 student also shares his perspective: 

�‘As a student you will always be behind others. You will see people who can 

get much better grades than you but who do almost nothing compared 

to you. Persistence and not comparing yourself to others (which can be 

very difficult) is what will make you successful. Always studying, doing 

all the work, understanding the reason for many things, and managing 

time very well will—in principle—be enough to get where you want to be’ 

[NTS23-male-25y].

As a result, the university data shows that NTS23 had an overall lower 

than expected dropout during the COVID-19 pandemic period. Moreover, 

and over the same period, the average annual grades for NTS23 students 

show an increase of more than 2.8 times compared to their TS peers. We 

can therefore infer that a combination of self-perception, life/professional 

experience, well-defined goals, and determination create the necessary 

cocktail that explains the otherwise unexpected success shown by these 

NTS23 students.
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Chapter 6

Samantha Broadhead & Sharon Hooper

Learning Returns: Experiences of mature  
students in art and design captured  
through YouTube

Introduction

Learning Returns is a project that seeks to document and celebrate the 

benefits adult learning in the arts have for individuals, communities, and 

civic societies. The project is based in a small specialist institution. There is a 

large body of research that has employed qualitative methods to investigate 

the experiences of mature students (Broadhead & Gregson, 2018; Crozier 

et al., 2008; Fowle, 2018; Reay et al., 2002). However, some researchers 

have begun to draw upon arts-based methods to capture narratives about 

widening participation issues (Broadhead, 2021; Dickson, 2020; Farenga, 

2018). This project is informed by Duckworth and Smith’s (2018) UK Further 

Education Transforming Lives where people were filmed telling their stories 

about the impact education has on their quality of life. Other sources include 

Mumtaz (2015) and Walsh et al. (2013) where multimedia art forms combine 

storytelling with digital media revealing personal stories that enhance our 
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understanding of human experiences. Learning Returns is developed by a 

team comprising an educational researcher and a documentary filmmaker. 

Other practitioners, such as a technical editor and a graphic designer have 

made valuable contributions to the project. 

The research was devised during the COVID-19 pandemic when national 

lockdowns led to fundamental shifts in people’s working and leisure lives as 

well as how they engaged with formal and informal learning. Many had to 

quickly learn new skills and new pursuits that complied with the constraints 

that were being placed on their activity. This can be seen in the increase, 

in the six weeks after lockdown was introduced in March 2020, of online 

learning, fitness classes, and crafting sessions broadcast through free-to-

access videos such as YouTube (Bakhshi, 2020). 

The potential for YouTube to be an informal learning tool has been 

widely explored, but the research team wondered whether it could also be 

an application that could be used in practice-based research and also as a 

means of showing research impact. 

Learning Returns’ overall, long-term aim was to demonstrate the 

benefits adult learning in the arts has for the individual, their community, 

and for civic societies. However, in the initial phase of the project there were 

two objectives, firstly, to investigate the ways in which four people who had 

previously been art and design students, spoke/connected with an audience 

of imaginary prospective students beyond institutions who were considering 

returning to education. The second was to evaluate YouTube as a means of 

conducting research with older people about their learning experiences. 

Learning Returns is a work-in-progress. The initial findings revealed how 

previous students were able to talk confidently about their own experiences 

on camera, and that the topics they considered important to communicate 

could be broken down into a series of themes. The meanings of the stories 

were co-constructed between the participants and the researchers. The 

interpretation of the words was influenced by the aesthetics of YouTube 

and the aesthetics the participants themselves brought to the filming. Using 

the YouTube platform did raise some challenges. COVID-19 restrictions did 
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impact on the filming to a great extent. Thus, the progress was and is much 

slower than anticipated. Also, time was needed to build an audience for 

the films, and this could take months or years. As viewers experience the 

content of YouTube asynchronously the predictability and linearity of the 

research process can be disrupted. There is also the potential for YouTube to 

unsettle some of the pre-pandemic rhythms and episodes of adult learning 

(Alhadeff-Jones, 2016).

YouTube Context

YouTube is a video-sharing site where audio-visual material can be uploaded 

and viewed (Spyer, 2011). Audiences can watch content and/or create it 

themselves, so the division between producers and viewers can become 

blurred. YouTube practices lead to an obscuring of the distinction between 

amateur and professional ‘YouTubers’ who regularly post content to attract 

large audiences and subscribers which can lead to sustainable income. There 

is also a social network aspect to the platform (Lange, 2007; Spyer, 2011; 

Kousha et al., 2012). Boyd and Ellison (2007) comment that: 

�We define social network sites as web-based services that allow 

individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a 

bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they 

share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections 

and those made by others within the system. (p. 2)

YouTube allows users to create a ‘channel page’ so they can curate their 

content and enables viewers to like or dislike individual videos, give feedback, 

react to feedback, subscribe, and share videos in their network (Kousha et al., 

2012). YouTubers seek to create an audience that will return again and again 

to view future videos, ideally by subscribing to their channels (Johnston, 2017; 

Medvedeva, 2019). Therefore, it is important for producers of content to be 

actively engaged with their audiences. Muller (2009) claims, ‘YouTube is first 
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and foremost a cultural space of community building and shared experience’ 

(p. 126).

Medvedeva (2019) considers YouTube as a space that facilitated the 

creation of aesthetic objects. However, Sweeny (2009) argues that producers, 

‘who are using social media as a medium challenge the authenticity of the art 

object, the authorship of the artist and the authority of the museum/gallery 

system’ (p. 201). Dewey’s important text, Art as Experience (1987) examines 

the aesthetics of pragmatism. He argues that art and life are intricately linked 

to each other. Medvedeva (2019) follows this line of reasoning when arguing 

that media aesthetics can and should be applied to art and everyday life. Art 

and life are not only interconnected, but also interdependent, ‘[m]edia has 

become a part of our daily lifelong time ago, but this daily routine also has 

its own aesthetics, its own creative laws, according to which they influence 

and emotionally influence us’ (Medvedeva, 2019 p. 969). Therefore, any 

understanding of meaning created from YouTube videos needs to consider 

aesthetics. Even though aesthetics are integral to constructing the meanings 

of YouTube videos, they are not necessarily those forms associated with 

high art but those from popular and vernacular culture. The role of aesthetics 

in constructing meaning in YouTube videos can be applied to the content of 

videos, but also to the context in which the videos are curated, distributed, 

and viewed across social media platforms.

The researchers consider the aesthetics of YouTube to be a fusion of 

various visual, audio, graphic, and cinematic styles that move and oscillate 

together whilst vying for audience attention. Colour, text, design, sound, 

movement, and pace mimic or reproduce genres from popular culture. At the 

same time, content can have high production values or have ‘home-made’ 

qualities. YouTube aesthetics are mostly experienced as fleeting ‘bite-sized’ 

flashes of moving image, framed by the white background, and grid structure 

of the platform. They evoke emotion and construct meaning. Aesthetics 

evoke a response in the audience that could be emotional, spiritual, physical, 

and cognitive. The audience could be awake to these aesthetic responses, or 

they may not be conscious of them.
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Furthermore, Spyer (2011) understands internet platforms such as 

YouTube as decentralising group communication and subverting how reality 

is understood, leading to the creation of value through new kinds of aesthetic 

objects. Exchanges between producers and viewers are not synchronous; 

time and place are no longer constraining factors in group communication. 

Videos and channels may attract an unpredictable range of spectators who 

construct unpredictable readings of the materials on offer. Boellstorff (2008) 

suggests this mode of communication also changes the way people perceive 

the world.

YouTube and Academia

There is a body of research that has investigated YouTube itself (Cheng et 

al., 2013; Snelson et al., 2012; Thelwall et al., 2012). For example, Kousha et al. 

(2012) identified six categories associated with academia in their analysis of 

YouTube videos. These were ‘scientific demonstration, public dissemination, 

education, talks to academics, information about scientists, and comedy’ (p. 

1712).

Research studies have focused on how academic use YouTube videos 

as educational applications. Some studies have used YouTube videos as a 

dataset for research in specific areas such as medicine, public health, and 

marketing (Kousha et al., 2012).  YouTube is used as a means of disseminating 

research to other academics and the general public, and potentially could be 

effective in demonstrating the impact of research findings beyond academia.

YouTube as a Tool for Pedagogy 

YouTube is not only linked to everyday life, but more particularly it is 
inextricably connected to education. It holds many types of educational 
videos for both formal and informal learning activities. These may 
be implicitly or explicitly intended to educate their audiences. At the 
same time, YouTube can be used strategically by university marketing 
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departments to publicise their institutions. The experience of viewing 
YouTube material as an educator or learner can be disorientating. There 
is a discordant and contradictory mix of content such as mainstream 
advertising, niche advertising, special interest content, celebrity 
culture, and experimental or transgressive material collaged together 
that rubs up against overtly educational or academic videos. 

Many researchers and practitioners conceptualise social media platforms 

including YouTube as being for the young learner (Martínez & Alonso, 2015). 

Wilson (2003) suggests that a third educational space would be appealing to 

young people, in much the same way Freedman et al. (2013) conceive virtual, 

Visual Culture Learning Communities (VCLCs) attracting young learners. 

This would be distinctive from the first space of formal schooling and the 

second space of open, self-directed learning. Staikidis (2006) describes 

examples of educational third spaces as after-school programs, community 

programs, or lunchtime informal activities. However, these forms of learning 

play out in linear time whereas YouTube offers an asynchronous third space 

for learning. Duncum (2011) sees platforms such as YouTube facilitating the 

teaching of relevant skills, and at the same time bridging the transgressive 

space between youth culture and the institutional requirements of formal 

knowledge production. Sweeny (2009) noted that there were pedagogical 

implications in the visualities such virtual technologies construct. Learning 

identities can be formed in virtual environments related to the particular 

epistemologies that develop from social media. 

Toffler (1980) coined the term prosumer as someone who creates 

goods and services for their own consumption. This extends to social media 

as Jenkins (2006a) argues that everyone potentially can create their own 

content for their own use that can be shared with thousands of others 

via platforms like YouTube and MySpace. Martínez & Alonso (2015) have 

investigated social media behaviour in young students, identifying six types 

of prosumers with varying propensities to co-create and innovate. Since the 

pandemic there have been studies that show how teachers have become 

prosumers, creating, and sharing their own YouTube content, not just through 
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necessity, but because they identify with a new digital professionalism and 

its values (Triviño-Cabrera, 2021; Zavyalova & Galvin, 2022).

YouTube can be understood as a space where potential peer-to-peer 

and participatory informal learning can take place, Jenkins (2006b) notes 

that social media platforms can facilitate a ‘peer-to-peer culture’ (p. 38) and 

a ‘participatory culture’ (p. 1). Jenkins (2009) refers to ‘distributed cognition’, 

where users have the technological and social skills to access the knowledge 

of others (p. 70). Gee (2003) also talks about ‘distributed knowledge’ where 

knowledge resides not in any one individual, text, or technology, but is 

distributed across networks of people, texts, and technologies (p. 184). Levy 

(1997) similarly refers to ‘collective intelligence’, where knowledge is pooled 

and compared with other forms of knowledge in order to fulfil common goals. 

Virtual communities arise from interaction with YouTube, ‘they operate as 

self-sustaining systems out of mutual interests and a reciprocal exchange 

of knowledge and acknowledgement’ (Duncum, 2011, p. 27). Bernstein’s 

model of learning can also be applied where individuals develop their own 

repertoire of strategies for successful learning by drawing up the reservoir of 

knowledge held by their learning group/cohort. Bernstein (1999, p. 60) made 

the point, ‘Clearly the more members are isolated or excluded from each 

other, the weaker the social base for the development of either repertoire 

or reservoir’. For those who cannot relate to their physical learning group 

for social, political, or practical reasons, then virtual learning communities 

possibly could offer a learning network supplying a virtual reservoir of 

strategies, skills, and knowledge. 

Methodological Approach

The approach is aligned to practice-based research because the resulting 

insights come from the creative practice of making the YouTube videos. New 

knowledge is gleaned from the means of practice (reflection on the process) 

and the outcomes of the practice (the content of the YouTube channel) 

(Candy, 2006; Candy et al., 2021). At the same time the videos also tell 
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the participants’ stories who also contribute to the making of the content. 

The research was practice-focussed and fluid whilst being driven by the 

video-making process (Candy et al., 2021; Rolling, 2014). Insights are gained 

from a reflection on the creative process which included the participants’ 

contributions through their verbal and visual participation (Akella et al., 

2021; Schon, 1984). The Learning Returns project was developed through 

considered introspection that was shared between the researchers (Brown 

& Patterson, 2021; Dallow, 2003; Xue & Desmet, 2019).

Frayling et al. (1997) argued that as part of the dissemination of the 

work, practice-based researchers are, ‘obliged also to map for his or her 

peers the route by which they arrived at their product/s’ (p. 13). The design 

process of Learning Returns is therefore explained as part of the method. 

The practice-based approach was applied to this project because as Dallow 

(2003) has noted, ‘It allows the research work of the creative practitioner to 

ask questions not only…about work…but through work’ (p. 59). An example 

that is similar to this approach can be seen in the work of Duckworth and 

Smith (2018), UK Further Education Transforming Lives, people were filmed 

telling stories about the impact Further Education had on their lives. The films 

were shared through various social media platforms such as Twitter. 

Methods

The research explores the experiences of those who had previously studied 

the arts as mature learners and how they could communicate that to a virtual 

audience. It also evaluated the possibility that a video-sharing website could 

be a fruitful space for developing Learning Returns as an arts-based research 

project. Broadhead’s (2021) interrogation of filmmaking as a method for 

researching mature graduates before the pandemic was a precursor to this 

work.

As well as considering work that has explored film-making and digital 

storytelling as a means of capturing educational life experiences (Duckworth 

& Smith, 2018; Walsh, Rutherford & Crough, 2013; Mumtaz, 2015) the 
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researchers identified a successful YouTube channel that had an educational 

focus. Bob & Brad was identified as successful because it had a large number 

of subscribers and had been active for over 10 years. The interaction with the 

audience was very apparent through its publicly visible feedback comments, 

where viewers asked questions and commented on what they had learned 

from the channel. 

Bob & Brad — A Short Case Study

An analysis of a successful YouTube channel was undertaken. Bob Schrupp 

and Brad Heineck created the educational YouTube channel Bob & Brad in 2011. 

Their tagline is ‘the two most famous Physical Therapists on the internet (in 

their opinion)’.  Bob & Brad’s mission is to ‘get fit, stay healthy, and pain-free’ 

and is designed to reach people from 0 to 101 years old.  Together they have 

over 60 years of combined experience in the physical therapy field and their 

YouTube channel alone has over 2 million subscribers. They utilise many forms 

of social media to reach a wide audience, YouTube, Instagram, Facebook, and 

Twitter (Bob & Brad, 2022). On viewing their output from different years, it 

could be seen that their approach to YouTube had been finely crafted over 

time through a reflective process directed towards improvement.

When analysing their videos, it can be seen that they clearly have 

extensive expertise in physiotherapy based on research and practice which 

they communicate through demonstration, storytelling, and humour. Bob & 

Brad frame their content in a particular way that enables them to connect 

with their audience in a non-threatening, inclusive, and engaging manner.

1)	� The videos are not overly long being between 5–10 minutes at the 

most. 

2)	� The videos are structured with a clear introduction, middle and end. 

3)	� During the start and finish of the videos Bob & Brad are a double act 

repeating familiar humorous phrases that enhance a connection to 

an expectant audience (who is in on the joke). 
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4)	� There is a sophisticated sense of ‘knowingness’ as Bob & Brad play 

with the expected conventions of the medium that is directed to and 

includes the viewer. At the same time, they share personal stories of 

experience that feel authentic. 

5)	� Genuine, useful information based on medical research is openly 

shared with a sense of care and attention to the audience’s health 

and wellbeing.

6)	� The visual identity of the channel and videos are consistent, coherent 

and reflect their mission to get fit, stay healthy, and pain-free (as 

does the intro and background music).

7)	� The video is filmed with a single point of view from a static camera 

that captures Bob & Brad against a simple background and their logo. 

8)	� They aim to post every day and encourage their audience to take 

part in competitions on their website as well as using the resources 

that are available there.

9)	� They refer to and use other forms of social media and podcasts.

10)	� Viewer comments are consistently liked by the Bob & Brad team 

and where appropriate viewers get one-to-one advice through the 

feedback/comments section.  

11	� There is Bob & Brad merchandising, but this is linked to physiotherapy 

and solutions that do not need specialist equipment are always the 

focus of the demonstrations. 

What is significant about the Bob & Brad example is that they attract 

a diverse audience. Some of the viewers share their ages in the comments 

section and many are in their 50s, 60s, 70s, and 80s. Bob often reflects that 

he is in his 60s and Brad is in his late 50s. This suggests that older people 

do engage with YouTube cultures that drive informal adult learning every day 

and on a global scale. Bob & Brad provide a service about maintaining health 

and well-being that is of interest to older viewers, much like the function of 

programming from public television. For example, Hopman-Rock et al. (2005) 

discovered that age was a factor in the participation in a health education 
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and exercise program on public television that appealed to over viewers over 

55. The engagement of mature people could be to do with particular subject 

matter, formats, and aesthetics that attract certain audiences. A large part 

of the Bob & Brad output is educational in focus. Physiological issues are 

explained using anatomical models and ‘Sam the Skeleton’. Then exercises 

designed to correct any physical problems that cause pain or immobility are 

demonstrated. The structure is based on a simple theory/practice dichotomy 

which is communicated efficiently and effectively within a few minutes. The 

response from viewers in the comments section is overwhelmingly positive.  

The analysis of the Bob & Brad case study informed the design and 

format of the Learning Returns project. Attention and care were given to key 

elements such as the opening and closing titles that would be repeated in 

the films. A Learning Returns’ visual identity could be built so that audiences 

become familiar with it. This was conceived as a practice-based project and in 

response to research that indicates that the aesthetics of YouTube videos and 

the project’s channel were important in constructing meaning. A substantial 

amount of time was taken in designing the visual identity of the Learning 

Returns’ social media presence. A graphic designer was employed to design 

a series of coherent ‘assets’ that could be used on the project’s YouTube 

channel and Twitter page. Assets are visual designs that could be used as 

banners, titles, and idents. Typography and labels were also designed that 

could be used in the individual videos. The project team felt it was important 

to design an appropriate visual and audio identity for Learning Returns based 

on its mission to be informative, inclusive, and fun. Royalty-free music was 

then sourced that could be used sparingly at the beginning and end of each 

video. The contributions of adult students could then be framed within a 

format which was non-threatening, familiar, and engaging. 

The designer’s response to the brief was negotiated with the research 

team. It culminated in a style of type and colour palette chosen because it 

would signify a slightly nostalgic style of mid-century animation such as Top 

Cat (1961), The Pink Panther Show (1963) and Scooby Doo, Where Are You! 

(1969–70). Characters were designed that were based on different animals to 
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evoke a sense of diversity. They were drawn engaging in a series of activities 

such as reading, examining, and measuring to suggest that learning is not a 

passive activity. These assets were then used for constructing the Twitter 

and YouTube pages and in making videos for the Learning Returns channel. 

The aim was to upload learning stories from those who had returned to edu-

cation later in life to YouTube then publicise them through social media. In the 

much longer term, it is hoped that Learning Returns will gain some momentum 

and the impact of the project can be measured through audience feedback in 

addition to viewing metrics. It is anticipated that this may take a few months 

and possibly years, and that the project needs to be open ended to some 

extent to deal with the asynchronicity and unpredictability of social media. 

Recruitment of Participants

Mature graduates from arts courses in the North of England during the 

previous seven years were asked if they would like to be part of a research 

project that would involve being filmed telling their stories that would be 

uploaded onto the Learning Returns channel. Consenting participants 

(Gemma, Hafifa, Terence and Frances) were contacted through email so they 

could be informed about the aims and objectives of the research and told 

that it would contribute to a greater understanding of the motivations and 

achievements of mature students. Before the filming took place, participants 

were asked to prepare themselves for talking about their educational and 

life experiences. They had control over the kinds of topics they felt it was 

important to share with prospective adult arts students. There was no 

rehearsal time, the participants were able to talk straight to camera as they 

were told anything they were not happy with could be edited out.  

It was very important for the wellbeing of contributors to be very open and 

transparent about the project because of the public nature of YouTube. The 

project information given to participants asked them to think carefully about 

whether or not they wanted their film to appear on a video-sharing site. The 

project team would monitor any feedback comments posted in response to the 
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films so that offensive or hurtful material could be deleted. Participants could 

pull out of the project and have their films withdrawn at any point. 

Filming days were arranged with the participants and were carried out 

in an arts university. Care was given to the background and context of the 

shots, keeping in mind the visual identity of Learning Returns. 

After filming, the subsequent footage was edited in the first instance to 

10 minutes. This was perceived on first viewing as being far too long as there 

was a lot of repetition, and the pace did not work. So, the first film was cut to 

two minutes, and this was very effective.  

Editing and Analysis 

The editing process was undertaken between the two researchers and a 

technician and was a means of identifying, developing, and consolidating the 

themes.

The analysis was undertaken in three main stages. The first, considered the 

raw footage (which was gained from 30 minutes of filming for each participant). 

The stories found in the footage were disentangled and represented in a series 

of 10-minute films; the importance of this was that participant contributions 

could be understood in context. On viewing the 10-minute films it was noted 

that ideas were often repeated, and significant points were lost in some of the 

descriptive explanation. It was also suspected that the attention span of a 

YouTube audience may be shorter than 10 minutes. 

The second, conceptual and interpretive stage, was where the stories 

were broken down into two-minute films. At this point the researchers 

drew upon reflective practice and experience to interpret the stories that 

were being told, whilst identifying important themes that needed to be 

represented in the shorter films. 

The third stage of analysis and interpretation was to identify important 

themes that ran across the stories. The results were then written up where 

the researchers aimed to provide an account that comprised, ‘transparency, 

inclusion of participant voice, aesthetic qualities, verisimilitude and utility’ 
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(Butler-Kisber, 2010, p. 31). Through the process of editing the themes 

became distilled and were used to structure the final versions that would be 

uploaded onto the Learning Returns channel. 

Butler-Kisber (2010) points out that there is a danger that research 

process appears to be linear and in clearly defined stages, for example, 

collecting data, carrying out the analysis and then writing up the findings. 

However, within practice-based research the process can be much more fluid 

and iterative or cyclic. It could be argued that the analysis goes on throughout 

all the stages depending on what the researchers bring to the process. In 

practice, the analysis of the themes was iterative, developed through a de-

contextualising and re-contextualising cycle (Duckworth & Smith, 2018). The 

editing process proved to be very important because it enabled themes that 

could be revisited and reviewed. 

Results

The two-minute films construct meanings through the aesthetics inherent 

in the films constructed by the backgrounds, the lighting, the framing, the 

graphics, and the music. The participants also construct the aesthetics 

through their choice of clothing, at least two of the participants shared that 

they had been thoughtful about the colours of their outfits. The way that the 

participants spoke was also very influential, the rhythm of their speech, the 

emphasis on words, and the subtleties of body language all influenced the 

interpretive decisions made by the researchers when identifying the themes.  

The participants were all seated and were represented as portraits or 

‘talking heads’. This placed a focus on what they were saying; future work 

could involve action and movement which would create new meanings and 

levels of interpretation. 

Each participant’s story was presented in a relatively coherent way 

during the films, and the points they were making were contextualised within 

their particular narrative. However, there were some themes that ran across 

the films.  
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Table 1 – Cross-cutting themes

Themes Cross-cutting themes

l  �Ecology and used clothes.
l  �Learned that need to make things for a 

purpose.
l  �Connection to the groups sharing through 

group crits, very helpful.
l  �Learned skills.
l  �Find out about participatory arts.
l  �Education got ideas flowing.

Previous learning 
experiences 

l  �Full-time work since 1979 apprenticeship 
technical.

l  �Engineering background making moulds for 
glass bottles.

l  �Did not have opportunities when younger.
l  �18 years old interested but dissuaded from 

art into the sciences.
l  �My art practice is Arabic calligraphy. 
l  �Wanted to be in the arts but degree too 

expensive and therefore decided to do an 
MA.

l  �As a mother of two education is not your 
place.

An understanding of own 
positionality

l  �Realised already had the skills to make and 
do something.

l  �You can do it.
l  �Encouragement to return to education.
l  �Others should ‘jump in’.
l  �Experienced no difficulties or prejudice in 

education due to age.
l  �If unsure, just try it.
l  �It’s empowered me.

Encouraging others
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l  �Move away from technical digital project 
management to organising creative projects.

l  �‘Unbolt the door’ to the art world.
l  �Working with a group of older South Asian 

women who are isolated, bringing them 
together through art. 

l  �My main purpose is to make art that reflects 
life.

l  �I have been doing work at festivals and in 
exhibitions for some years now. 

Future projects undertaken 
after formal education

l  �Need Evening Access and Education courses 
for developing confidence.

l  �Older people give it 100%.
l  �Passion and curiosity - education as 

affirming.
l  �Art keeps you mindful and giving joy.
l  �Through networking on my course, I am able 

to collaborate on commissions.

Valuing returning to 
education 

Discussion

Previous Learning Experiences

Without prompting from the researchers, the participants were keen to give 

clear accounts of what they had learned, whether this be skills, concepts, 

or new practices. They reflected on the benefits of their previous learning 

experiences. Certain moments or critical incidents had stuck in their 

memories that they felt were significant enough to share. 

An Understanding of Own Positionality 

All the participants identified themselves as primarily creative practitioners, 

but also in terms of the reasons why they had returned to education later 

in life. They constructed a particular identity for themselves and for their 

imagined audience. Part of their identity was formed by their parental 
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status or their previous careers. There was also a notion that their identities 

included whether or not they had been encouraged or enabled to go into 

higher education when they were younger. There was a knowingness about 

their representation as people who had returned after years out of formal 

education. 

Encouraging Others

The participants demonstrated an empathy for what older, prospective 

arts students watching their films might be worried about; prejudice, having 

the ability to succeed, fitting in. There were also lots of encouraging words 

shared to suggest that people could and should make the leap and return to 

education, that this would be a positive experience. 

Future Projects Undertaken After Formal Education

All the participants had either a plan for future work in the arts using their 

creative skills or were actually already engaged in projects. Most of their 

creative practices had a socially engaged perspective to them. One of the 

participants was active as a sculptor and this was in sympathy with his 

previous work making moulds.  

Valuing Arts Education

There were many statements given about the value of an arts education. It 

had given practical benefits, such as developing networks and social capital 

as well as developing skills. There were also benefits for well-being and 

confidence. Mature learners themselves were also valued as being engaged 

and curious. 

It was striking that the contributors to the YouTube films could construct 

coherent stories about their own past experiences and weave in their 

thoughts about the value of arts education and the plans each had for the 
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future. Their performances were enhanced by the editing process so it must 

not be forgotten that these stories were mediated by the interpretations and 

values of the researchers. However, there was an awareness tacitly held by 

the participants that can be ‘read’ in the films about the audience, about their 

concerns and desires. It was this that led to the encouragement that was 

freely given by the speakers. 

Conclusion

The Learning Returns project has begun to show the benefits adult learning in 

the arts has for some individuals, their communities and for the wider social 

context. However, it is a work in progress, and it is hoped that additional 

data will be gleaned as the Learning Returns channel grows its audience and 

subscribers. 

Currently, the four participants who had previously been art and design 

students spoke/connected with an audience of imaginary prospective 

students beyond institutions who were considering returning to education. 

It is hoped that this imaginary audience may become more concrete as the 

project progresses. The participants were confident in sharing their stories 

that linked their past learning experiences with future aspirations related 

to their creative practices. They also sent out positive messages about the 

value of adult learning in the arts. 

Secondly, the Bob & Brad case study suggests that it is possible to reach 

mature audiences through YouTube. So far, on a very small scale, YouTube 

has been an effective means of conducting research with older people about 

their learning experiences. Progress has been slow, as time is needed to build 

up an audience for Learning Returns. In some ways the research process is 

unpredictable and non-linear due to the nature of social media. 

The project highlights the importance of aesthetics, which is of particular 

concern to creative practitioners. However, YouTube functions as a melting 

pot of many aesthetic realms, that of popular culture, everyday life as well as 

personal visual and audio styles. The researchers, the graphic designer, the 
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participants, and the YouTube platform all influence the aesthetics of Learning 

Returns, and this influences the interpretive aspects of the research.  

Finally, the boundaries between informal learning, research method, and 

research impact become blurred during the Learning Returns project as it 

appears to operate in all those arenas. Research data can be gleaned from 

both the content of the films and the metrics and feedback of the audience. 

Impact has yet to be established but is possible through the same platform’s 

feedback mechanism.

Acknowledgements: Bobby Rae; Henry Gonnet.  
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the place, and changing face of research  
in the field of adult education

Introduction

How may one address the major transformations happening in the world 

today, transformations arising in the wake of multiple crises—health, 

ecological, economic, but also existential—and affecting many people? These 

multifaceted crises appear to be systemic, and they have an impact at both 

the macro- and micro-social levels. They influence:

– �The highest policymaking level, in other words, the level concerning 

work, health, and education.

– �The organisations in which individuals learn, work, train, and receive care.

– �Social groups, their identity, their professionalism, etc.

– �The daily lives of individuals who must overcome new challenges if 

they wish to survive.
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What, then, is the role of adult education and research in the field of 

education and vocational training in this constantly changing world? What 

role do the different actors (adult learners, facilitators, researchers) play? 

This chapter revolves around these questions. It focuses on the projects 

undertaken by our research team at Rennes 2 University, France, which, 

over the past ten years, has been working on the question of crises as a 

process and as a moment of the construction of meaning, inherently linked 

to individual and collective change processes, which one may have chosen or 

been subjected to.

First, focusing on the fields of work, training, and research, we will 

analyse crisis as an experience and as a social production of reality. Second, 

we will present our multi-referential analysis grid of the crisis experience 

and its dimensions; we seek to show the extent to which this approach 

makes it possible to shed light on the reciprocal links between the different 

crisis levels (macro-, meso-, and micro-sociological). Third, we will present 

the theoretical approach used to support and shed light on the process 

and meaning of the transformations observed. Fourth, an analysis of the 

research-action-training approach and its system will reveal a cooperative 

and transformative approach. Lastly, we will present several salient elements 

drawn from our experiences during the COVID-19 crisis and highlight their 

impact. These elements show a transformation of practices in professional 

fields, changes in researchers’ support practices, and a transformation of 

both learners’ profiles and their learning practices. We conclude, in terms of 

openness, on how these developments lead us to consider new perspectives 

for research, training and action.

The Meaning of Crisis as a Crisis of Meaning and a Crisis of Projection

The authors of this chapter consider that the world is a psychosocial 

construction rather than a ‘given’. They therefore examine the conditions 

under which research and training help all actors, in the fields of work and 

adult training, jointly to develop their power to take action and to influence 
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the ongoing changes. In this chapter, we refer to ‘joint transformations’ rather 

than to ‘mutations’ or ‘changes’.    

Crises are at the heart of the multiple processes of transformation that 

affect all living things, notably humans. Irrespective of whether they are 

referred to as health, economic, oil, employment, meaning, or even existential 

crises, all crises are linked to specific fields of practice or to disciplines that 

help to explain them. We argue that the process and meaning at the heart 

of the crisis promotes profound and ‘major’ transformations under certain 

conditions, irrespective of the disciplines that analyse them (psychological 

development, transformative learning, cultural transformations, identity, and 

so on). These transformations affect uses, practices, representations, skills, 

know-how, knowledge, material forms, and even tools.

We focus on the phenomenon of the crises that individuals experience, 

which we place in the field of practice, i.e., adult education, and more 

specifically, a master’s degree programme targeting professions in the field of 

work and training. We also pay attention to the role of education and training 

research (in the same field) and to the transformative processes observed. 

What is the relationship between the political crisis in Ukraine, the global 

health crisis, the ecological crisis, energy price inflation, and the life stories of 

women and men enrolled in a higher education programme to acquire specific 

professional skills in France? 

At first glance, the answer to this question appears to be rather complicated. 

However, conceptualising human experience around three dimensions, and 

using a multi-referential approach to analyse the ‘crisis’ object at the heart of 

all experiences that one must overcome, helps us to see things more clearly. 

Our work has led us to perceive individuals’ experiences as ‘capital’, 

composed of a set of representations (practices, knowledge, know-how, 

beliefs, etc.) which are more or less shared, but which are unstable. This capital 

is comprised of cultural features specific to societies and social groups at a 

given moment in their history, and of more universal elements such as births, 

deaths, and travel. This container and its contents form an interpretative matrix 

that explains individuals’ relationships with themselves, with others, and with 
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the visible and invisible world. They also shape individuals’ relationship to 

time, participation, and commitment, meaning the various themes or ‘salient 

objects’ that constitute the representations that are discernible, and which 

may be observed through the analysis of social and language practices. 

Experience, however, is more than merely this stable, reassuring, 

structuring capital for individuals and social groups. It is also relentlessly 

experienced and challenged by the crisis phenomena, defined here as a ‘test’ 

of the relationship between individuals, groups, and the world of things. 

These ‘tests’ constitute the second dimension of experience, in other words 

the transformation of previously ‘normal situations’ into a crisis. They require 

individuals to think critically and to cast aside their beliefs and their ready-

made thinking. When the ordeal experienced leads neither to the suspension 

of pre-thought actions, nor to the questioning of what makes individuals 

perceive the world as they do, then the crisis becomes chronic and harmful. 

This activity, which one is often subjected to, and which is unpredictable by 

nature, requires individuals and social groups to engage in critical and potentially 

transformative reflective work. A test, as a crisis of meaning, thus involves a 

dual motion for the individuals and the social groups within formal and non-

formal organisations. The first involves a reconfiguration of the contents 

of one’s experiential capital and, above all, the second requires individuals 

to restructure their representation of the third dimension of experience, 

i.e., the ‘projects’ dimension (personal, professional, political, etc.). This third 

dimension is present in various social theories and in the theories of action 

and learning; these dimensions are also aligned with the three dimensions of 

lived experiences which are interconnected (past, present, and future). Capital 

is referred to as the ‘paradigm’ and the critical approach to science essentially 

questions the project targeted by the production of new knowledge. 

A multi-referential Approach to Reality that Requires Analysis

Building on Ardoino’s work (1993), we will focus on different units of analysis 

corresponding to what the author refers to as ‘interacting levels of reality’. 



141The social and cultural issues revolving around changes in the workplace and in training: 
the place, and changing face, of research in the field of adult education

Subjects, groups, organisations, and institutions all comprise a system. 

To these categories may be added the elements of the physical, natural, 

and cultural world. These are made up of material elements which may be 

real, but also imaginary and symbolic. The strength of the model lies in the 

observation and analysis of the reciprocal relationships at work between 

these different levels. 

Individual level 
(physical, 

psychological)

Social groups (families, 
occupa9ons, poli9cal 

par9es, etc.)

Organisations (local, 
national, international, 

etc.)

Ins9tu9ons (family, 
educa9on, work, 

jus9ce, etc.)

The ecological world, 
things

The different levels of reflexivity according to Ardoino (Bertrand – 2022)Figure 1 – The different levels of reflexivity according to Ardoino (Bertrand, 2007)

As an example, France, like many countries across Europe, is currently 

experiencing a severe shortage of labour in certain sectors facing hardships 

(the restaurant industry, IT, construction, among others). The question here 

is whether one may refer to the institution of work as a meeting of the 

instituted (those who are already in place) and the institutions (all the actors 

who work tirelessly to support the transformation of the institution of work, 
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which also involves transforming the laws that define it). For example, major 

phenomena—such as the ‘uberisation’ of the economy—have an impact on 

the world of work. They also influence how individuals relate to work (the 

desire for ‘self-employment’ and independence) and the accompanying 

tension at the heart of a social model which seeks to ensure that all 

individuals achieve self-fulfilment, while at the same time proposing a model 

of social protection beneficial to the majority. Many professional networks 

(individuals/groups/organisations) focus on leading individuals towards 

change after experiencing a moment of crisis (employment and work crisis), 

thus questioning the traditional model rooted in the representations of the 

majority (wage labour). Another example is the emergence of ‘slashers’, 

with multi jobs careers, which has forced the community of entrepreneurs, 

researchers, policy actors, guides, and trainers to reconsider traditional forms 

of work in order to invent new ones. The development of teleworking and the 

four-day working week are political and social responses, in France, resulting 

from negotiations between different actors. This example shows the extent 

to which the different levels of reality are intertwined and the extent of their 

influence on each other via a random movement of a transformation that is 

somewhat synchronised and somewhat interdependent. Organisations are 

also caught up in these processes: what should they make of the changes 

taking place in the organisation of work, and of how young people relate 

to these changes to overcome a crisis phenomenon at a time of collective 

transformations?

The adult learners that we guide are themselves faced with these different 

types of crises at both the personal and professional level. These crises are 

also at the heart of the issues on which they focus: training policies and 

strategies, and the various programmes aimed at enabling professionalism, 

adapting them to changing skill demands within professions but also helping 

them to develop their autonomy, i.e., their ability to take control of their 

destiny.  
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Theoretical Approaches that may Help to Shed Light on Joint 
Transformations in a Crisis Context

When facing a major and long-lasting crisis, how can one propose forms of 

support that pursue individual and collective learning aims, the production of 

scientific knowledge, and organisational and social transformations? Around 

which objects and according to which processes? At Rennes 2 University, 

we are working on a ‘transformative support process’. It is the object of the 

practice that the professionals we teach develop in the specific context of 

lifelong learning at the university. This is also a practice that we use at the 

university and in our research team with a strong emphasis on one feature, 

i.e., conceiving transformation in terms of how it relates to education, work, 

and research. This means analysing our object and attempting to understand 

it in all its complexity. It also means affirming the need to design this 

programme, together with all the actors involved, with a certain ethics of 

discussion based on both the development of a reflexive and critical capacity 

(the ability of actors to re-examine their views, to question a situation) and a 

capacity for decentration. 

As Habermas (1987) argues, these activities are themselves at the 

heart of any process seeking mutual understanding. Indeed, mutual 

understanding is the necessary condition for any communicative rationality, 

i.e., an axiological rationality, based on a discussion of a plural, instrumental, 

and emancipatory rationality (Bertrand, 2007; Bertrand et al., 2014). This 

complexity is accompanied by a creative dimension to allow individuals 

to think and experience at the same time the necessary interactions 

between the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels of the educational, training, 

or evaluation approaches across different time frames: the lengthy periods 

of policies and strategies, the often more pressing times involving the 

organisation and functioning of the approaches, and the even shorter 

periods of their implementation and their outcomes for actors. In the context 

of the continuing education system proposed at the university (i.e., our 

master’s degree for adult returning to studies), reflecting on this complexity 
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therefore means simultaneously taking these three levels into account. How 

can one reflect on a form of support that adapts to these three levels of 

reality that are far too often addressed separately, these three-time frames 

that combine the imperative nature of everyday life in the support proposed 

and a long-term strategic vision that is not always shared? In times of crisis, 

how can one resist the urgency called for by the context and the need to 

‘project’ oneself in a distanced and non-imperative manner?  The absence 

of a forward-looking and political vision (in the long term), in relation to the 

changes affecting major sectors and professions (such as the health sector), 

is amplified by the crisis and, in many professions, leads to labour shortages. 

Guiding adult learners requires one to respond to these different levels of 

interaction and challenges. In the university context, all forms of guidance unfold 

within an educational project anchored in an institution with its own values, a 

specific form of work organisation, and a set of heterogeneous social worlds. 

In this context, advocating a project based on promoting ‘transformative 

learning’ (Mezirow, [1991] 2001; 2009), in an attempt to help to develop learners, 

teams, and organisations, is a difficult undertaking: such a project also implies 

allowing actors (learners, professionals, teachers) to take action in complex 

environments, to develop a specific position and ‘professional ethos’ (Jorro, 

2009), to develop both a singular identity and efficient modes of socialisation, 

and last but not least, to construct meaning in and for action (Eneau et al., 

2012; Eneau et al., 2014). This approach thus presupposes a conception of 

interpersonal relationships, based not on competition alone and on the urgent 

nature of situations, but also on reciprocity, parity, and mutuality, which also 

presupposes a contract-based educational approach (Eneau, 2005). Do the 

current crises allow these possibilities? 

While this view is necessary, it nonetheless appears insufficient. There is 

an apparent paradox that characterises the system formed by training actors 

and the communicational activities that connect them at all levels: adapting, 

mastering, streamlining approaches, at significant risk, which has been 

borrowed from Habermas by the proponents of transformative learning. This 

is the risk of establishing practices marked primarily by instrumental actions 
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and acts that help one to manoeuvre, at the expense of communicative acts 

that are more reflective and more critical (Donaldson, 2009; Mezirow, [1991] 

2001). The question, then, in a crisis context, is whether there is a greater risk 

that manoeuvre measures can develop? In the context of higher education, 

we know that, when the instrumental logics of the objective world alone guide 

action (increase the number of participants in lifelong learning programmes, 

record the number of students accessing sustainable employment, measure 

exam success rates, etc.), there is the risk that the support measures, 

implemented at all levels, develop in a way that resembles a social world 

‘colonised’ by arrangements, themselves guided by ‘banking logics’, to use 

Freire’s words, thus preventing all forms of distanced and conscious action, 

and therefore, ultimately, all forms of ‘critical learning’ (Brookfield, 2005). 

Conversely, in the transformative perspective, support measures suggest 

that one must start from the experiences of learners, teachers, and other 

actors (experiences are here understood as ‘capital, challenges and projects’, 

cf. Bertrand, 2014) and compare them so as jointly to construct and produce 

meaning, within a perspective of both individual and collective change; or, in 

other words, to connect self-directed and co-constructed dimensions with 

transformation in mind (Mezirow, [1991] 2001; Mezirow & Taylor, 2009). 

Has the crisis undermined this necessary cooperation between the various 

social worlds of training and research? To respond to this question, considering 

the ‘tensions’ experienced between the different forms of ‘self’, the others, 

and the environment, and the action of each learner and the trainers (in work 

situations, the courses pursued, the research approach developed, etc.), it 

appears necessary to reflect on the personal and professional stance and on the 

construction of an identity rooted in both personal and collective experiences. 

Ultimately, it is a question of engaging in an ethical reflection based on acceptance 

of distancing oneself and of drawing on critical knowledge. As an approach to 

constructing epistemic knowledge, the transformative perspective of support 

measures is therefore based on dialogue and intersubjectivity in an attempt to 

relate, identify, and describe the contexts in which the action is inserted. The 

aim is to deconstruct the normative meaning of these contexts and to gain a 
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better perception of the inferences, roles, logics, and particularly the modes of 

interpretation that guide action (Mezirow, [1991] 2001; Donaldson, 2009). 

In times of crisis, a critical perspective, echoed in the transformative learning 

perspective, could help us to better distinguish, while connecting, the instrumental 

and communicational actions and the mechanisms of instrumentalization (or 

even of the manipulation of the environment and of others) and to observe 

how these actions and their mechanisms might be combined to promote the 

mechanisms of dialogue and mutual comprehension (including with regard to 

the feelings, beliefs, and values of others). Support—as an integrated practice—is 

thus focused on this process. Put differently, and drawing on Freire’s words ([1996] 

2006), this critical perspective in adult education makes it possible to envisage 

guidance, in a dialogical and interpretative approach, through different stages of 

conscientisation, distancing, and reflexive hindsight, in the deconstruction of 

beliefs and previous representations, and thus to aim at empowering learners 

and the system of actors by transforming their foundations and perspectives of 

meaning (Mezirow & Taylor, 2009). To this end, a ‘truly’ transformative approach 

aims not only to make learners (and the actors involved in the educational 

process) more autonomous by enabling them to act as professionals capable 

of taking independent action from an instrumental and situational perspective 

(mastery of the tools, codes, and expectations of the environment), but also—

and above all—to make them more self-reliant from an epistemological point of 

view. In other words, this means making them capable of questioning the merits 

of actions, of making informed judgments, and—ultimately—of influencing the 

environment in which they act in terms of values, ethics, and even ideologies 

(Eneau, 2005).

This process, which targets learners, ultimately implies transformations 

for all the actors involved in the educational system. Indeed, while the 

transformative perspective makes it possible to reflect on how to help learners 

to navigate personal and social change, a systemic approach must focus on all 

these dimensions. Given support in this perspective is dynamic, it cuts across 

action (work), training (learning), and research (knowledge production), and 

is therefore the result of an approach that is necessarily interactionist and 
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pragmatic, rather than deterministic (Figari, 1994). This encounter between 

the instituted and the institution ultimately seeks to help individuals to become 

aware of how their ‘meaning schemes’ are shaped by the environment, by 

individual histories, and by culture (Mezirow, [1991] 2001). 

A Training-action-research Approach as a Dialogical Space for Support

To reflect on these support measures and implement them, we draw on a 

‘training-action-research’ (TAR) approach. This is a complex, constructivist, 

and transformative approach, both from a scientific and an educational 

perspective. Support measures adopting a transformative approach must 

consider both an establishment’s project (political orientation) and an 

educational project (pedagogical model). The approach revolves around 

critical reflexivity and has been developed by researchers at the University 

of Rennes 2 since 2009 within the framework of a Master’s programme3. 

This ‘training-action-research’ (TAR) model, initially borrowed from Charlier 

(2005), has been gradually adapted (Eneau et al., 2012; 2014). More recently, 

we have enriched Charlier’s analysis model for research, using a ‘design-

oriented’ research approach (Sanchez & Monod-Ansaldi, 2015), as an 

adaption of ‘design-based research’ (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012), in which 

all actors are encouraged to participate in the different phases of the design 

of a training programme or a tool such as a prospective mechanism.

Between training for action, training for and through research, action 

research approach and research on training action, this specific programme 

is not merely about conforming to, or freeing oneself completely from, a 

normative institutional framework. Nor is it one of simply considering the 

demands for professionalisation or employability or even for a ‘toolbox’ that 

workplaces or learners themselves may request, especially when they are 

expected to learn to create or manage complex mechanisms and to respond to 

3	  �The SIFA Master’s degree (Stratégie et Ingénierie en Formation d’Adultes) is a two-year educational program aimed 
specifically at adult education professionals, offering them a professional qualification as well as a post-graduate  
academic diploma.
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instructions in constantly changing contexts. On the contrary, the educational 

approach developed within the framework of these training programmes for 

the various partners, consists of creating conditions of mediation through 

dialogue, in which consciences are expressed and deployed, coming together 

to be transformed and to transform uses and practices. 

The SIFA Master’s Programme: Evolving Professionalisation  
in Adult Education

At Rennes 2 University, the SIFA Master’s programme receives 20 learners per 

year (approximately 40 learners when the first and second years of the Master’s 

programme are combined). Most of these learners are professionals resuming 

their studies in order to validate their experience and obtain a higher education 

certificate. The programme therefore pursues instrumental aims of access to—

and preservation of—employment, through the acquisition of skills attested 

by a certificate. But, above all, it aims to support learners in their personal and 

professional development. It thus makes it possible to help students to develop 

a ‘stance’ and a professional identity by offering them a dialogical space for 

personal, social, and institutional transformation (Eneau et al., 2012). 

The training takes place on a work-study basis. Different training units focus 

on the construction of the professional project and the analysis of practices. 

A professionalisation booklet (a shared information tool on the approach, the 

expectations, the role of the different actors, the global course schedule, the 

tools, and the evaluation process) makes it possible to lay the foundations 

of a contract-based approach through which students’ projects (and their 

priorities in terms of the professional skills to develop), those of the university 

(in relation to its training framework), and those of the host structures (in 

relation to their institutional projects) must converge in and through dialogue 

and exchange. To promote this dialogue, opportunities allowing discussion by 

all parties are organised in the form of meetings between university internship 

coordinators, tutors, and students. The professional coordinators help 

students to construct the activities that they will undertake by helping them 
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to develop the specifications. Based on a ‘pedagogical contract’ model (Eneau, 

2005), and borrowing from the tools used by professionals in the sector, 

this document makes it possible to negotiate the objectives, means, and 

‘deliverables’ expected at the end of the internship period. The tutors therefore 

participate in these different forms of dialogue, in a ‘problematic meeting’ of 

different experienced worlds, with different interests that can be strategic, 

communicative, and even emancipatory. 

Moments and Spaces for Mediation through Dialogue 

The training units in general, and the analysis of practices in particular, are 

spaces in which students explore and explain lived experiences through 

discussion; they are spaces for dialogic learning. These training spaces and 

moments make it possible to adopt a reflexive approach not only with regard 

to the experiences encountered in the workplace, but also to past experiences 

and to students’ ‘frames of reference’ (Brookfield, 2005; Mezirow, [1991] 

2001) in all their uniqueness and diversity. The training programme is thus 

part of a training approach in and through research, involving reflection in 

and on action. The programme is intended to provide a platform allowing the 

questioning of training, of situated action, and of research, with the aim of 

producing both experiential and generalisable knowledge.

While learners are most affected by the effects of transformative 

learning, the educational teams, as well as the various partners (workplaces, 

fields of professionalisation, sites where interns are hosted, encounters 

during on-site meetings between tutors, learners, and coordinators), all 

experience the same processes. Indeed, following Mezirow’s constructivist 

logic, transformative learning presupposes involvement and possible 

changes in training environments, for both facilitators and trainers, in the 

context of formal training (evaluation, for instance), but also for the various 

actors involved in the different actions (for instance, they share their views 

and participate in the construction of portfolios, or engage in empirical work 

that contributes towards the preparation of professional documents or 
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dissertations). Similarly, educational teams (through ‘improvement boards’, 

for instance) are also affected by these support measures which are based 

on educational reciprocity among the various training actors (academics, 

professionals, etc.). In such transformative projects, places of work, 

internships, or apprenticeships are also explored, analysed, and evaluated by 

the learners themselves.

Illustration of the Collective Implications of a Transformative  
Support Approach Based on the Lived Experiences of Actors  
(learners, trainers, and researchers)

How, and to what extent, do periods of crisis challenge our transformative 

approach? What are the consequences for the ‘training-action-research’ 

perspective, in this Master’s programme? 

The recent health crisis offers a good example: it is clear that the 

relationship of subjects to the world and to themselves has become more 

complex, and that the paradoxes at work and in training (instrumental and 

emancipatory aims) have increased. These phenomena have not altered 

the principles of parity, mutuality, and reciprocity at work in social and 

professional relationships. They have nevertheless shown that individuals 

need to develop their capacity to view events from a distance and to increase 

their awareness in order to overcome the challenges encountered. In this 

way, the team has perceived new challenges resulting from the COVID-19 

crisis. There has been a collective restructuring of the meaning of lived 

experiences. This has taken the form of significant changes in the profiles 

of learners and in their expectations, which now differ from those that they 

previously held. These transformations have had an impact on the learning 

system, the training programme, and the support methods. In the dual role 

played by the team (teaching and research), the development of new models 

to understand the phenomena and processes experienced during the crisis 

is necessary. These models involve transformation of the forms of access to 

training, work, and research locations, which are themselves struggling with 
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major transformations, and the development of other methods to analyse, 

understand, and overcome these phenomena. 

– �Since 2020, more particularly, we have seen the profile of learners 

evolve and three main types have emerged:

– �‘Traditional’ learners (1/3), who are continuing their education after 

initial higher education cursus (i.e., ‘emerging professionalism’) or who 

are evolving in line with their careers and have a strong professional 

identity.  

– �So-called ‘non-traditional’ learners, who are changing their professional 

position (1/3): they are subjected to changes in their professional 

identity (the resumption of studies after a burnout, the need to see 

things from a distance, the desire for a reflexive break).

– �New learners (i.e., new profiles, for us), for referred to as ‘profession-

based’, whose approach and project aims to support changing 

professional needs (1/3): the professionalisation of professions that 

differ from those to which we are accustomed in our adult education 

programme. While we habitually train students working in the fields 

of adult education, popular education, non-formal education or social 

work, today’s public comprises industrialists, architects, notaries, and 

so on.

These new profiles reveal the ongoing changes in the workplace and the 

newly emerging need for support to address the emerging forms. Globally, it 

is clear that work and its different forms are changing in developed countries, 

and similar changes have been observed in students. There is a need to take 

into account individuals’ new expectations and to pay particular attention 

to the meaning of work. But the health crisis has led to different forms of 

desynchronisation (personal, professional, and training times) and to a 

blurring of times and spaces (disappearance of alternating schedules and 

moments; loss of informal learning time; blurring of the boundaries between 

private and professional life; working and learning from home; etc.).
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This has raised challenges for training and support approaches. Psycho-

affective phenomena have emerged, revealing a new need for support from 

individuals facing a significant loss of reference points, some of whom are 

even encountering specific forms of professional and social isolation. This 

example illustrates the urgent need to rethink co-development practices and 

to develop collaborative tools. Educational teams have not been spared and 

they too are calling out for help and support.  

Opening and Future Perspectives

Does this context of an almost never-ending crisis pose a threat to teaching 

and research in the field of adult training and in the professionalisation of 

the actors involved in training? Is there an essential and increased need to 

face these new challenges? Or does this context, on the contrary, present 

an opportunity? If so, what tools or incentives can help to address these 

reconfigurations? In the light of our shared experience, as a teaching team and 

as researchers in adult education, it is clear that there is some form of tension 

between what we value, i.e., the team’s level of academic requirements, and 

the expression of the needs of the field, which are today more than ever 

aimed at the usefulness of research (even instrumentalization). How can 

one maintain the dual objective of professionalisation and emancipation? 

Our team makes the assumption that the connection between professional 

knowledge and academic knowledge will be reinforced and confirms the need 

to pursue the project to maintain the connection between the three areas of 

work, training, and research, in a context where the boundaries of time and 

space are blurred. There is also an apparent need for more in-depth work on 

the ethical dimensions of research and support. 

In this perspective, our main objectives stay the same: to help adult 

learners gain a better understanding of the world (the ability to analyse 

complex and changing situations); to help them choose how to transform 

work, their own ‘agency’, and the conditions of personal and professional 

activity (ethical dimensions); to analyse the processes by which researchers, 
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policy actors, and professionals learn and grow simultaneously. But the 

lessons of the recent health crisis show us that these ideals are becoming 

increasingly difficult to uphold, so much so that our learners, their study, 

living and working conditions, and even their expectations have changed. 

This leads us to reconsider our initial ‘training-action-research’ model, 

inspired by the researchers who preceded us, who sought to make it possible 

to organize the production of knowledge, its transmission, and its application 

in professional fields (Barbier, 1996; Brémaud, 2011; Pineau, 2012). From now 

on, we are taking a closer look at design-based research (Sanchez & Monod-

Ansaldi, 2015), because it formalises researcher-practitioner relations around 

the idea that this collaboration involves the sharing of a praxeology, meaning 

the development of a common discourse on practice. One of the avenues to 

be explored also leads us to the paradigm of ‘participatory action-research’ 

which involves producing knowledge in collaboration—and not ‘in the name 

of’—and also promoting the need to consider the diversity of knowledge of 

the people who participate in the research process, as well as the ownership 

of the knowledge produced during this process (Heron & Reason, 2008; 

Yorks, 2005). Finally, these new paths would probably also enable us to return 

closer to an ‘emancipatory learning’ tradition, where the role of knowledge 

is not simply to make learners and the actors involved more autonomous in 

their ability to take action from an instrumental and situational perspective, 

but to help them become more autonomous from an epistemological point of 

view (Engeström & Sannino, 2013; Joffredo-Le Brun et al., 2018). 

Given their barely tangible nature, analysing the multi-referential dimen- 

sions of the experience of the crisis and the undergoing transformations  

is far from easy. At least three reasons may help to explain this. The first relates to 

the scope of the three fields jointly analysed: the field of work and organisations 

(here in professions related to training which are observed notably through the 

work-study programme that we manage), the field of adult education and the 

support programmes proposed (here our Master’s programme), and the field 

of research in education and vocational training (in connection with analyses 

in this field, with professions and with continuing education practices). 
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Second, from a theoretical point of view, there is an increasing need, in all 

probability, for a multidisciplinary approach to the concept of transformation 

in relation to different units of analysis, from different epistemological points 

of view (the analysis frameworks are drawn from the fields of adult education, 

psychosociology, sociology and economics, among others). Third, there is a 

need for a methodological approach that considers the experience in both the 

short and long term and relies as much on documentary exploration, on the 

observation of the ongoing experience, particularly through exploration and 

analysis of the spoken word during meetings with professionals, while in class 

with students, and during commissions seeking to improve the skills of the 

educational team. From this point of view, the time spent analysing practices 

with students and the reflective writings that they produce are fundamental 

resources for research and action, but we cannot do without, from now on, 

finding praxeological tools to also examine longer-term transformations, 

from the profound changes that the labour market is experiencing to the 

increasingly recomposed paths of our own students, before their resumption 

of study, during their master’s years at university, and the way in which they 

are equipped to face future changes, crises and ‘recompositions’.

This clearly shows the importance of paying more attention to 

methodological and practical issues, right from the research and design 

phases of training projects. In our view, a transformative and collaborative 

approach presupposes that researchers and actors are aware of these 

issues, are capable of epistemological vigilance, and are conscious of the 

highly disparaged shortcomings of action research, where research adopts 

an ill-defined position and is content simply to produce knowledge that goes 

no further than the instrumental field. It also implies considering research 

results when designing projects and acknowledging that any research project 

that focuses on adult learning must succeed in going beyond an undeniably 

reductive socio-technical application and take into account the relationship 

between research and decision-making. It is also why, in these times of 

ever-renewed crises, epistemological and praxeological issues, as well as 

ethical and political ones, must continue to be constantly reconsidered.   
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Educational and cultural challenges: Digital 
technologies in higher education

Introduction

Humanity has evolved over the last few years into a multicultural society where 

we all have gone through a process of acculturation, if not as active participants, 

at least as spectators. Technologies brought to us (new) cultural realities that 

exists in varied places in the world and facilitated the contact between cultures. 

As digital technologies became part of people’s daily lives, and, in particular, 

of student’s life, it was more than expected that they would become part of 

education. There so, the inclusion of digital technologies in education was an 

arising need, leveraged with the real possibility of adverse situations, such 

as the pandemic, but that can also be extended to any other, such as a war 

scenario. Its importance goes beyond the need for intercultural communication 

and integration. The introduction of technologies allows greater cross-cutting 

accessibility to education for students around the world, regardless of the level 

of development of their own country. As long as students can have access 

to a computer with a camera and microphone connected to a reliable internet 
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connection, they can attend an e-learning course in another country (Byram, 

1997; Ramos, 2011, 2016; Williamson et al., 2020). 

 In Portugal, over the last three and a half decades, the traditional 

classroom teaching has coexisted with a different method of teaching, the 

model adopted by the Universidade Aberta. The model of Universidade Aberta 

has evolved through the years and is nowadays mainly an asynchronous 

and collaborative model that promotes interaction based on the Anderson’s 

‘Equivalence Theorem’ (2002) (Pereira et al., 2012, p. 3017) that defines three 

pillars of interaction: between student-teacher; between student-student; 

and between student-content. Nevertheless, the model of Universidade 

Aberta is much more complex as it has a high focus on the students (promoting 

an active learning), allowing flexibility (students can learn when and where 

they want, without no time or geographical restrictions) and favouring digital 

inclusion once it stells in digital technologies. Also, Universidade Aberta is 

more than just an e-learning higher education institution, as it provides three 

dimensions: open (open resources and educational practices), on distance 

and online learning. It is important to highlight that the absence of presence 

is not synonym of lack of proximity. Even within a non-presential teaching 

approach, it is possible to ensure proximity through dynamic activities, 

debates on chats in among others (Mendes et al., 2018; Pereira et al., n/d). 

This brief explanation on the methodology implemented in Universidade 

Aberta allows us to understand that there is a huge difference between 

Universidade Aberta methodology approach and what has been implemented 

during the confinement, designated as ‘emergency remote teaching’. 

Despite the advantages that online learning and the use of digital 

technologies can provide, the intend of this article is not to transform face-

to-face teaching into distance learning, we believe that face-to-face learning 

in higher education is essential for most of the students. 

Nevertheless, it is indispensable to emphasize the importance of 

incorporating a technological evolution in traditional teaching and also re-

think global education. There are still students currently unable to follow 

face-to-face teaching, due to personal, organizational, professional, or 
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cultural limitations, and is important to integrate them in higher education 

avoiding marginalization. 

In this debate it is also important to keep in mind that the pedagogical 

model implemented must take advantage of the information society and 

the global knowledge in which we live. Also, it should be valued by solidifying 

the relations between knowledge and society, allowing social integration, 

and favouring the establishment of intercultural relations, as well as an open, 

inclusive, digital, and networked education (Aires, 2007; Dias, 2013; Ramos, 

2007, 2008, 2016; Ramos & Lopes, 2021b).

Digital Technology in Higher Education

Through the last decade, there has been an increasing preoccupation of 

the European Commission in including a more digital approach in teaching 

(Mendes, 2010; Ramos, 2016). Introducing technology has the aim of 

improving teaching, but naturally this can only be achieved if there exists 

a previous preparation, in terms of resources and in terms of training. This 

highlights the importance of training sessions, that according to Vidal and 

Mercado (2020), should start on initial training and be continuous throughout 

the teaching career.

With the aim to integrate technology in teaching, Koehler and Mishra 

(2005) developed a model named TPACK — Technological Pedagogical Content 

Knowledge. This model integrates content knowledge, with technological 

knowledge and pedagogical model. Naturally, in order to introduce any 

innovation, it is necessary to overcome teachers’ resistance. Torres and 

Brocado (n/d) defined a five stage model that should be followed in the 

process of training. First, there is a need of recognition, followed by acceptance, 

adaptation, exploration, and advanced. By recognizing the importance, future 

application is enhanced.

This is one of the aspects that was positive due to ‘emergency remote 

teaching’. Despite all the aspects that did not evolve as they should, it become 

clear that technology was essential and could allow teaching despite advance 
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circumstances. There so, we now have an opportunity to discuss potential 

new approaches, more active, more inclusive supported by technology. One 

important aspect is that technology individually does not contribute to the 

improving of teaching, it is the correct use of technology that can innovate 

and contribute to deepening learning and improving teaching.

In a global society, such as the one we live today, when the number of 

students from different nationalities in higher education is increasing, the need 

for training also extends to intercultural and communication competences. For 

a teacher, having intercultural and communication competences means being 

able to accept diversity and adapt activities ensuring the understanding of 

the message. A knowledge of this areas contributes to break down barriers 

while improving an approach of proximity that increases social cohesion and 

a positive integration (Oliveira, 2021; Purnell & Palanka, 2010). 

Methods

The present research was carried out through a mixed method approach, 

with a qualitative initial phase followed by a quantitative phase. 

Study Phases and Data Collection

Qualitative Phase

The qualitative data was collected through in-depth interviews conducted 

between July and December 2021, and the subjects were higher education 

teachers. All the interviews to teachers were held via Zoom in the aim of a 

doctoral research.

 The teachers were asked to identify the main difficulties experienced at 

the level of the 1st cycle of higher education.

The collected qualitative data was analysed using content analysis (Bardin 

2014). Throughout the analysis, defined codes/ categories, and dimensions 

were compared.
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Quantitative Phase

The quantitative phase was collected through an online survey between 

November 2021 and February 2022, and the subjects were degree students, 

in at least their second year in higher education.

The instrument used in collecting the data was an anonymous online 

questionnaire, to allow responses from different locations, as long as they 

attend Higher Education in Portugal.

The students were invited to: identify the implemented changes during 

the confinement due to the COVID-19 pandemic; evaluate the measures 

adopted for cultural inclusion; share their own expectations regarding their 

life in the university. It is important to remember that traditional academic 

experiences were cancelled or reduced to minimum and instead students 

lived a conditioned reality at a social, relational, and academic level.

 Collected data was object of descriptive, multivariate, and inference 

statistical analysis, using the support of the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS). 

Characterization / Data Sample

Qualitative Phase 

The answers of 24 teachers were recorded. For this study, teachers from 

Universities and Polytechnic Institutes from the North to the South of the 

country and from different areas of knowledge were invited to participate. 

As can been seen in next figure, the characterization of teachers was 

very diverse: 
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North Centre Great 
Lisbon South Universidade 

Aberta

One year experience - - 1 - -

1 to 5 years of experience - - - - 2

Over 5 years of experience 3 2 4 2 10

Total 3 2 5 2 12

Figure 1 – Qualitative data sample

In particular, the teachers interviewed were from the following institu-

tions: University of Trás-os-Montes and Alto Douro (UTAD), Polytechnic  

Institute of Viseu (IPV), University of Minho, University of Beira Interior 

(UBI), University of Coimbra (UC), Polytechnic Institute of Lisbon (IPL), NOVA  

University Lisbon, Piaget Institute, Polytechnic Institute of Portalegre (IPP), 

University of Algarve (UAlg), and Universidade Aberta (UAb). 

Quantitative Phase 

In addition to the contacts established regarding the qualitative phase, 

there has also been established contacts with other institutions, such us: 

Polytechnic Institute of Castelo Branco, Polytechnic Institute of Setúbal and 

University of Évora to collect their students’ opinions. Aside the collected 

answers by institutional means, responses were also collected from 

students who shared the link of the online questionnaire in their network 

of friends. In total, 322 validated responses were collected from degree 

students in their second year at higher education, characterized as followed 

in the following figures:
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Male
28,3%

Female
71,4%

Others
0,3%

Gender

Figure 2 – Gender characterization of the students 
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30,0%
35,0%

40,0%

18-24 y.o. 25-34 y.o. 35-44 y.o. 45-54 y.o. 55-64 y.o.

Age distribution

Figure 3 – Age distribution of the students 

In this group, there was a subsample of students that attend  

Universidade Aberta (e-learning) and students that study in a traditional 

regime: face-to-face learning.
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E-
learning
48,8%

Face-to-
-face
51,9%

Type of teaching

Figure 4 – Type of teaching 

As one of the aims of the study was to understand the impact of 

technologies, in higher education, to overcome several difficulties with the 

focus on intercultural integration, by identifying whether there are differences 

in attitudes among the surveyed population, it was important to ensure both 

sub samples representativity as showed in Figure 4.

As the social condition of the students and their personal life impacts 

in the willingness to study was also important to characterize the type of 

student interviewed (Figure 5).
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20,0%

40,0%
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80,0%

100,0%

Sample E-learning Face-to-face

Type of student

Full-time students Part-time students (working students)

Figure 5 – Type of student 

Results

The study revealed a very broad set of results, both in the qualitative and 

quantitative phase. Only some of the aspects will be addressed in this article, 

focusing the perspective of the changes imposed and their impact. With 

this aim, at the level of the students, the results were separated by type 

of teaching: classroom vs. e-learning and by the type of student: full-time 

student vs. part-time student. 

The first objective of this study was to identify the respondents’ relation 

to technology.

Teachers’ Relation with Technology

When asked about relation with technologies most of the teachers assumed 

to use it daily, and all said they were used to include PowerPoint presentations 

in their routines. Also, some referred they already used more dynamic 
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approaches, nevertheless, the classroom teachers had to make some 

adjustments in their methodology’s approaches during the confinement, 

supported by departments or directly with the help of other teachers. 

Regardless of whether they were used or not to include digital technology, 

some teachers stated that the obligation of maintaining an online life, which 

meant they’ve had to do everything online, caused psychological impacts, 

such as anxiety, because they did not feel prepared for this unexpected 

and imposed change. The negatives impacts had been overcome with some 

difficulties, with the help of their support network. 

This raises the veil on the importance of constant training of teachers, 

so that teachers are always up-to-date and prepared to support any 

eventuality. This aspect will be detailed on the results discussion. If teachers 

had, in the past, frequent training sessions on digital technologies or in digital 

approaches, they would have been more prepared to overcome the imposed 

transformation that occurred in Higher Education.

Students’ Relation with Technology

96,0% 94,9% 97,0%

0,0%
10,0%
20,0%
30,0%
40,0%
50,0%
60,0%
70,0%
80,0%
90,0%

100,0%

Sample E-learning Face-to-face

Use of digital techologies

I use digital technologies, in my daily life, whenever I can (leisure, work and study)

I only use digital technologies to work and/or study

Figure 6 – Use of digital technologies 
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Around 96% of the interviewed students use digital technologies, in 

their daily life, whenever they can (leisure, work and study), as observed in 

Figure 6. This is an expected result as we observe that everybody is always 

connected worldwide, showing an evident necessity for interaction on social 

media, or on searching for daily updates. 

When students were asked about the difficulties that they have felt 

and would like to see overcome, the aspect more highlighted was that they 

need training on ‘how to research in repositories, meaning, on how to conduct 

credible bibliographic research’, aspect referred by 11% of the student’s 

sample (Figure 7).

I feel I need 
to learn how 

to do good 
bibliographic 

research on the 
internet and use 

official 
information 
repositories

10,9%

I do not feel I 
need to learn 

how to do good 
bibliographic 

research on the 
internet and use 

official 
information 
repositories

89,1%

Students identified needs on training

Figure 7 – Evaluation of the necessity of training to learn how to do bibliographic research 

Regardless of all the difficulties, as showed in Figure 8, the balance 

resulting from the inclusion of technologies was positive, according to the 

evaluation of the students of face-to-face teaching, who were the students 

most affected by this new reality. In this case, for the two compared groups 

of respondents, a significant different was recorded from a statistical point 
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of view (p-value4 <0,05). The obtained results showed that the respondents 

who were part-time students considered that the inclusion of digital 

technologies helped them improve their academic performance.

This question, as it is, was not done to e-learning students, as they 

already attended distance learning—already based on digital technologies. 

To those students the changes implemented were minimum, only final 

evaluation happened online.

It is also considered by the face-to-face students that digital technologies 

contribute positively to a more integrative and equitable teaching due (Figure 

8). Also in this case, for the two compared groups of respondents, a significant 

different was recorded from a statistical point of view (p-value <0,05). The 

obtained results showed part-time students agreed more with this aspect.
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�e inclusion of digital technologies has
greatly improved my academic performance

Digital technologies make e-teaching more
integrative and equitable

Evaluation of the impact of technologies on 
face-to-face teaching

Face-to-face Full-time students Part-time students (working students)

Figure 8 – Evaluation of the impact of technologies on face-to-face teaching

4	  The p-value is the probability of obtaining the observed results of a test, assuming that the null hypothesis is correct. 
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Teacher’s Training

The second objective of the research was to identify the teachers needs on 

training, considering the point of view of teachers (qualitative phase) and the 

students (quantitative phase).

When the teachers were asked about what they thought there were 

their needs of training (in the qualitative phase), the tendency of response 

was that they did not need additional training. After exploring this aspect, it 

was possible to understand that most of the teachers did not have regular 

formal training. Also, almost none have had training in technological literacy 

or in aspects related to cultural integration; nevertheless, regarding inclusion 

of foreign students, they have been introducing some strategies with their 

students to avoid marginalization independently from the cultural or social 

origin of the students.

Due to the importance of this aspect, this same theme has been aborded 

on the quantitative phase, in order to understand the point of view of the 

students.

To deepen this theme, we began by asking the students about visible 

impact of teachers’ actions on the student’s integration. Questioned about 

this aspect, the students answered, using a scale from 1 to 5, in which 1 means 

‘I don’t agree at all’ and 5 ‘totally agree’, that on average 4,4 recognize this 

importance. The average was slightly higher in the case of distance learning 

students, although the difference in between the perception of both group 

of students (e-learning and face-to-face) was not statistically significant 

(p-value >0,05). 
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4,43 4,39

1,00

1,50

2,00
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3,00
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4,00

4,50

5,00

E-learning Face-to-face

Teachers have an important impact on the 
intercultural integration of students?

Figure 9 – Accordance with the sentence that: ‘teachers impact on students’ intercultural integration’ 

Next, the need for additional training has been evaluated. In detail, the 

students were asked to analyse teachers needs of training, using a scale 

from 1 to 5, in which 1 means ‘I don’t agree at all’ and 5 ‘totally agree’. The 

average obtained in this question was not so high, but it was still visible as a 

necessary improvement (Figure 10).
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E-learning Face-to-face

Teachers need more training to support the 
integration of culturally distinct students?

Figure 10 – Accordance with the sentence that: ‘teachers need more training to support the cultural 
integration of the students’ 

Comparing the ‘need of training’ with the ‘importance of training’, it is 

noticed that the average is slightly lower on the need (Figure 10) regarding the 

importance (Figure 9), meaning that the students possibly recognized the 

integration actions of the teachers, but the need for training is still evident. 

Post-pandemic Education  

The third and last objective was to identify possible changes in the future 

approaches in order to improve education, regarding face-to-face students’ 

expectations.

When questioned about what they (the students) would like to see 

changed (quantitative phase), some aspects were highlighted. It was 

clear (as shown in Figure 11) that there was a significant difference in the 

expectations of full-time students vs. working students. The first group 

desired a more integrative and personal experience, in contradiction to the 



172 Adult education in times of crisis and change: perspectives on access, learning careers and identities

working students that value the improvement of ‘free time’ they gain due to 

the implementation of technologies in education. Avoiding having to travel to 

higher education institutions, students gain time they could use to study, or 

to rest or to be with their family and friends.

I would like the theoretical
classes to always become
by videoconference and

only have to go to the Higher
Education Institution for

practical classes

2,22

3,52

3,03

2,65

4,14

2,09

3,92

2,80

2,36

4,06

2,48

2,76
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3,20

4,31

1,00

1,50

2,00

2,50

3,00

3,50

4,00

4,50

I hope everything stays
the same as last year

because I don't think you
need to change anything

I hope that in this new
school year the classes
will all be face-to-face

I would like the classes
to remain on a 

videoconference regime

I hope that the inclusion
of digital technologies
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Figure 11 – Students expectations/desire changes

In concrete, face-to-face students agreed on the necessity of being 

implemented changes. Particularly full-time students wanted to return to 

a total face-to-face regime, with a significant difference from a statistical 

point of view (p-value <0,05) to the part-time students’ opinion that 

do not manifest it so explicitly. Regarding the intention of maintaining 

videoconference classes, there was some students that agreed on the 

hypothesis of having theorical classes on this regime. Independently on 

the differences observed in both groups, all believed and agreed on the 

importance of including technologies as a resource to improve learning. 
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Discussion of the Results

Technology Impact on Higher Education

Most of the students used technology in their daily life, and so, it has not 

been noticed difficulties in the use of technologies, fact confirmed by the 

teacher’s that referred that most of the students did not have any type 

of difficulty in the adaptation to a more technologic relation. Naturally, this 

issue was addressed mainly to face-to-face students, as they were the 

most affected with this change. Despite this fact, there were a few students 

attending Universidade Aberta that stated they have felt some anxiety 

on final evaluation days due to some fear of losing the internet connection 

during the exams.

Regarding face-to-face students, some issues have been highlighted 

by the teachers on how they evaluated the student’s integration during 

‘emergency remote teaching’.

The first point indicated was the fact that the students that normally use 

technology, did not necessarily have the necessary conditions to follow a 

virtual class (computer with a camera and microphone connected to a reliable 

internet connection), as some of them used the available computers at the 

institute to study or do their works during the semester. There so, became 

clear that there were many cases of students who did not have a computer 

at home, or that the computer did not have a camera or microphone, which 

conditioned their access to virtual classes. The access to a stable internet 

connection was also a challenge, and another difficult, shared also by some 

teachers that did not have a reliable internet connection at their homes. This 

aspect was even more noticeable in families, specially the most vulnerable 

who did not have financial capability to have a stable internet contract. This 

conditioned was not exclusive from Portuguese reality and has also been 

highlighted in other countries (Gonzalez et al., 2020). 

In addition, the fact that the whole family was confined to the same 

space, showed the lack of conditions in some households, impacting the 
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level of concentration that attending a class requires, highlighting again the 

marginalization of the most vulnerable groups that already are the ones that 

need more support to maintain their student path.

The teachers also referred that some of the non-Portuguese students 

that lived and studied in Portugal, and that already live on precarious 

conditions, felt deeply these impacts which committed their performance 

during evaluation. 

From the previous analysis it became clear that the pandemic situation 

revealed the most unprotected students and allowed us to identify the 

greatness of cases of students who need support to continue their studies.

Here, and once again the educational community was tireless, joining 

forces to share second-hand material (such as computers, cameras, among 

other means) with the most disadvantaged students. There were teachers 

who stated that in addition to material donations, there were also people 

who donated money to acquire new computers/cameras to equip students, 

allowing them to continue studying, avoiding their marginalization.

Aside vulnerability issues already stated, there are also some other 

aspects that need to be overcome before technology becomes an aspect 

of full success and integration of all students. The following aspects are 

transversal even to more mature students that already chose an e-learning 

model. There so, it is also important to highlight that some students, despite 

having regular access to the internet and use it as a research source, do not 

use it correctly. The majority of the students don’t know how to use reliable 

sources and need training on research in open-source resources such as 

universities repositories or in credible scientific publications (Figure 7). This 

lack of knowledge is reflected in the work received from students in which 

sometimes they just copy and paste any information collected, without 

verifying the source or its scientific validity.

To overcome these difficulties the documentation services at 

Universidade Aberta provide regular training on this theme, training that 

remains relevant either by the point of view of teachers and students, and 

that continue to be necessary to overcome the manifested difficulties This 
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is an aspect that should be transversally implemented in all higher education 

institutions. 

Moreover, and in a more practical way, the fact that the students normally 

use social networks does not necessarily give them the knowledge they need 

to attend online teaching. For example, some students revealed performance 

difficulties of an online final evaluation test, not due to the content but due to 

the application. These difficulties impact negatively on their evaluation score.

However, and despite the highlighted difficulties, teachers observed that 

the students were pleased with the inclusion of technology, even though a 

small group of the older students, who entered higher education at a later 

stage of their life, and who were not so familiar with technologies, have had 

some difficulties that either themselves or the colleagues help overcome.

Psychological Impact

Full-time students had joined the higher education with more expectations 

regarding social activities. This group is normally younger students that need 

more support from their network, obtained due to presential attendance to 

classes by socializing with their peers. They are always connected online, 

even outside their home, but when forced to stay at home they felt more 

anxious, and so it was possible that in a certain way, they started to associate 

technologies to less personal support. This association may have reduced 

their enthusiasm to a more technological teaching, in opposition to part-

time students that revealed positive impact on this measure and believe 

that technology improves inclusion and contributes to a more integrative 

education (Figure 8). Thus, in negative terms of the impacts that occurred, 

and in line with what was observed in other realities than the Portuguese one, 

it is necessary to highlight the stress, anxiety, and psychological exhaustion 

that social isolation has created (APA, 2020; WHO, 2020).

Systematizing, anxiety affected teachers, because in some cases they 

could not guarantee the necessary conditions to teach classes, and because 

they observed in first-hand the students lack conditions and the negative 
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impact on their academic performance. Also affected students who in 

many cases had no conditions in their homes, nor technological, nor for the 

necessary concentration to attend classes (Ramos & Lopes, 2021b). 

In addition, it should be noted that, and in a very curious way, and because 

the students are constantly connected through the internet, they seem to 

feel demotivated, anxious, and less integrated in the group when they were 

prevented from leaving their houses and just contact their network friends 

through the internet. Some of the students felt they have less support as 

they could not talk in person with the colleagues. Naturally, this affected 

more people that were already shy and with more difficulties of integration. 

Also, non-national students, that return to their homes in a foreign country, 

were also more affected as they did not attend the regular integration 

activities provided by the higher education institutes or sometimes were in a 

time zone that prevented them to even attend virtual classes. Nevertheless, 

it is also important to refer that integration activities were not yet universal, 

and the measures implemented were very different among the universities, 

also stressing that some universities do not implement any inclusion  

measures. 

Substantialising, feeling lack of support is one of the factors that 

correlates strongly with the experience of anxiety in students, and this 

support in the traditional students is related to physical presence on classes, 

and presential contact with teachers and other students (Irawan et al., 2020; 

Thompson et al. 2016; Salman et al., 2020). 

How did the students overcome the negative impact?

Increasing the incidence in social media was one of the ways to overcome 

the symptoms of anxiety and stress (Al-Tammemi et al., 2020; Weiss & 

Murdoch, 2020). Nevertheless, some teachers stated, during their interviews, 

that some psychological support to overcome the negative symptoms of 

their students was provided by themselves or the universities. According to 

Garfin this was an essential strategy to avoid the burnout of the students 

(Garfin et al., 2020).
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The Importance of Teacher Training

The (un)success of teaching is based on three aspects: the student, the 

social environment, and the school institution. Based on the established 

relationship among teacher and student, implying that learning should go 

beyond the predefined contents (Ramos & Lopes 2021b; Silva, 2010).

Considering these facts, it is important that the teachers keep evolving and 

keep updating their knowledges as this is fundamental not only for the success 

of the students, but also for their integration and evolution as human beings.

This need is not exclusive of a pedagogical model, it is a necessity of all 

teachers regardless the type of teaching. Update skills, both technological 

and cultural is indispensable in today’s global society (Ramos & Lopes 2021b; 

Sales, 2018).  

Post-pandemic Education  

It is not simple to think about the world, about the education after the 

pandemic, as it is not yet overcome. Nevertheless, life goes on, as is 

communally said, so the education evolved even though many of the aspects 

are now exactly as they were before the pandemic crisis. 

Despite this fact, what has really changed?

The classrooms were equipped with systems to allow the students to 

attend virtual classes, and according to one of the teacher’s testimonies, 

there are still some universities that divided the classes in a b-learning 

model, allowing the students to stay at home in some specific cases. Also, 

there was still a possibility of a student to attend a class from home when 

is sick. The number of courses e-learning or b-learning has also increased, 

aside the ones provided by Universidade Aberta.

Several conferences are still occurring online, or at least in a mixed way, 

online and presential, allowing a more varied access to students and a more 

frequent interaction with teachers from other countries.
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All these aspects are positive and allow integration, equality, and 

knowledge improvement and have a positive impact on education. Probably 

this is not yet enough, and this topic needs to be on the teachers’ agendas. 

There has been a huge investment in technology that needs to be monetized, 

not only for the financial impact, but because the global and current 

uncertainty exists and universities need to be prepared for any eventuality.

Limitations

Although this study provides some answers to several questions regarding 

the comparison of e-learning with face-to-face learning, it has some 

limitations. The Great Lisbon students’ sample is substantially higher than 

in the rest of the country, when we know that the reality is very different 

among regions, especially in the interior of the country. Starting with these 

results is important to conduct another research focusing on specific aspects 

that need to be more detailed, conducted with institutional support to be able 

to be distributed proportionally throughout the country.

Conclusion

We live in a global world, facing a migratory crisis. There is a need to adapt and 

develop strategies, competences, and policies to integrate multi/intercultural 

diversity while ensuring an equity in education for all genders, regardless of 

their age group, social and cultural backgrounds. 

To improve education, it is important to identify substantial pillars based 

on the testimonies of teachers and students. This will allow us to understand 

what should be maintained and what needs to be changed to improve the 

quality of higher education and make it more equitable and egalitarian, both 

from an educational and intercultural point of view. 

From what was observed in the results, it is important to evolve, define 

strategies that are adapted to all different targets of students and allow the 

inclusion not only cultural, but also social. Each university needs to analyse 
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these results according to its reality, as the difference between regions and 

local realities exists and is important.

As we have started by emphasizing, (un)success of teaching depends 

on the ability to integrate not only individual, social, and cultural diversity, 

but also adaptable to unforeseen, adverse, and atypical situations by taking 

advantage of the identified opportunities. 

It became clear that there are still some aspects that do not generate 

consensus, and the outcome of its implementation depends on the 

social context and individual characteristics of the students. There so, it is 

fundamental to keep on discussing solutions to be implemented in the higher 

education institutions. Nevertheless, regular training for teachers, including 

content, pedagogical, and digital skills (as defined in TPACK) associated to 

intercultural and communication skills is imperative and fundamental, as 

the teachers are one of the pillars to promote open and inclusive education 

(Ramos, 2016; Ramos & Lopes, 2021a). 

We live in a changing, open, digital, transnational society, where it is 

important to monitor and produce innovations, particularly in the context 

of education, which is fundamental to the evolution of society (Dias, 2013; 

Ramos & Lopes, 2021b; Sales, 2020).

Data availability

Due to the nature of the data, it is not possible to allow public availability in 

accordance with the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR). Specific 

access to some data can be evaluated according to the GDPR.

Informed consent

All the participants were adults (more than 18 years old) and gave permission 

for their data to be used in this study.
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Introduction

Professional Identity (PI) has been described as the way in which one might 

combine values, attributes, and experiences in terms of a profession (Ibarra, 

1999).  It is an important aspect of seeing ourselves within the profession, 

rather than simply being associated with it. When compared with other 

professions (such as law or medicine), teachers do not seem to have a strong 

sense of professional identity (Thompson & Hopkins, 2019). In the Further 

Education and Skills sector (FE), which encompasses education beyond 

schooling, vocational training, and transition to university, this is even more 

noticeable as teachers often come into the job from a previous vocational 

area, for example, hairdressing or engineering. In this case, teaching is very 

much a second career and close identification with previous roles can impact 

on individuals’ abilities to see themselves as teachers. It could also be argued 

that the education sector in England has been compliant to the demands of 
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others and as a result, exploring what it means to be a professional has not 

been high on the agenda for most teachers. External bodies demand continual 

improvements and the increased focus on ‘evidence-based’ approaches 

continues to drive practice (Thompson, 2018), making professional identity 

something which is often prescribed rather than acquired. This is even more 

challenging for teachers in training as they are very much on the periphery of 

established groups and may not have the opportunity to reflect on their role 

and what it means to be a teacher.  

Review of Literature

As stated by Suarez and McGrath (2022) teachers work within ever-

changing contexts, a situation which was reinforced by the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Disruption to ‘business as usual’ required the adoption 

of new ways of working as well as new ways of being a teacher, making the 

need for a well-developed professional identity (PI) even more important. 

As previously mentioned, teachers, compared to other professionals, do 

not have a strong sense of identity, yet, through their work, they play a 

fundamental role in human and economic development and in facilitating the 

learning of other professional groups. If taking a ‘grass roots’ approach, it 

could be argued that without teachers, there would be no other professions 

and that teachers should be viewed as the midwives of a knowledge society 

(Hargreaves & Goodson in Sachs, 2010).

Given the wide-reaching impact of the role, it is surprising that there is any 

debate around whether or not teaching should be defined as a profession, yet 

questions remain and are further complicated by differing views on teacher 

professionalism (Sachs, 2010). Demands from stakeholders have influenced 

teacher education as well as the ways in which teachers are judged when 

they are in post. In addition, changes to policy and guidelines around practice 

have created a compliance culture, often condensing the complexities of the 

role into formulaic approaches (Coe et al., 2020). Given such constraints it is 

not difficult to see why teachers often struggle to define their professional 
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identity, yet, as Sachs suggests, teacher identity is at the core of the 

profession: ‘It provides a framework for teachers to construct their own ideas 

of ‘how to be’, ‘how to act’ and ‘how to understand’ within their work and in 

society’ (2005, p. 15).

Within this literature review we will explore the ways in which pre-

service teachers within FE, develop their PI. We will consider the barriers 

which present themselves and question how, through teacher education and 

communities of learning, these can be overcome.  

Barriers 

Teacher PI should be at the core of what teachers do in order to create a shared 

understanding of the role and provide a framework for practice. In English 

Further Education, this aim was supported by the production of a set of 

professional standards (ETF, 2014) providing an architecture for professional 

practice. The 20 standards are housed within three domains; professional 

values and attributes, professional knowledge and understanding, and 

professional skills and within these categories, offer specific guidance in 

relation to what it means to be a teacher within the sector. They also form 

a pathway to qualified teacher status, known as QTLS (Qualified Teacher 

Learning and Skills). Ostensibly this is a very positive step towards a 

more collective approach. However, whilst the professional standards are 

embedded into programmes of teacher education, their impact outside 

of this arena is limited. A pertinent point here is that teaching within FE in 

England became de-regulated after the publication of the Lingfield Review 

(DBIS, 2012) which proposed that teachers working within the sector did not 

require full teaching qualifications to undertake their roles, a move which set 

them apart from teachers in other phases, who are required to gain qualified 

teacher status. In addition, this step also meant that not all teachers would 

experience a programme of teacher training, and many may not become 

aware of any professional framework beyond the requirements set out 

within their own organisations. As a result, the approach is fragmented, and 
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teachers are divided by the phase of education they work in as well as by 

whether or not they have embraced teacher training.  

Developing PI

Teacher identity can be viewed as a dynamic process as it is dependent upon 

the individual and their working context (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009).  

As suggested by Cordingley et al. (2019, p. 19) PI is formed through the 

development of a ‘personal professional pathway’ in which individuals adapt 

prescribed professional attitudes, knowledge and skills according to their 

context and work demands. Recognising that factors influencing identity are 

often outside of an individual’s control, Thompson and Wolstencroft (2021) 

stress the importance of identifying with the profession as a whole, rather 

than a specific role, in this way, PI becomes a professional reference point.

In Crawley’s view (2018) PI can be developed by focussing on a number of 

key actions; self-management, working with others, professional learning/

research, building resilience and patience. These ideas are mirrored by Suarez 

and McGrath (2022), who also stress the role played by teacher education. An 

important consideration is the vocational nature of teaching which often leads 

to a focus on the more practical aspects of the role, reflected in aphorisms 

such as teachers are born not made. Anecdotal evidence suggests that such 

generalised beliefs are common and are often present in student-teachers’ 

reflections which depict teaching as an inherent skill, and which can create an 

unconscious barrier to professional learning. 

Liminality and Troublesome Knowledge

Whilst it is likely that certain personal traits are valuable in the teaching role, 

it is also important to recognise that trainee teachers undergo a complex 

process of change when integrating their knowledge and skills into their 

practice. This is especially true for FE teachers as many have experienced 

previous careers and may still identify with those roles.  
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Based on the work of Meyer and Land (2003), Wood (2012) advocates 

the importance of crossing the threshold separating a previous state into a 

state of liminality as a starting point in the transition from trainee to teacher. 

The liminal space is an in-between state, likened by Meyer and Land, (2003) 

to adolescents who are ‘not yet adults; not quite children’ in which knowledge 

is often considered to be ‘troublesome’ as it may be conceptually difficult 

to grasp, counter-intuitive or simply alien (Perkins, 1999). Yet, threshold 

concepts also form key stepping-stones to mastery of a subject and once 

integrated can be transformational.  

Models of Teacher Development 

Although FE teaching is underpinned by a set of professional standards, 

these simply provide a framework for learning, they do not guide the 

process, instead, this is informed by models of teacher development and the 

philosophy of course teams. Fuller and Brown (1975) identified a 3-stage 

model based on trainee teachers’ concerns:

1)	� Concerns about self—trainee identifies more with being a student 

than a teacher and is concerned about how they are performing.  

2)	� Concerns about tasks—focussed on role requirements and classroom 

practice. At this stage trainees may question what they are being 

taught as they cannot always see the links between theory and 

practice. 

3)	� Concerns about students and the impact of teaching. 

The concerns-based approach has been subject to some criticism. 

According to Buchmann (1986) it creates a narrow emphasis on the individual, 

which in turn may lead to a narrow view of the role. Conway and Clark (2003) 

describe a similar inward to outward journey to that depicted in the Fuller 

model but add the need to include reflexive questions about capacity to grow 

as a teacher and as a person, which takes the journey back on an inward 
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spiral encouraging a focus on some ‘bigger’ questions about the teacher’s 

role in society.   

An alternative to a concerns-based approach is that of skill acquisition 

(Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1980). This model is focussed on situated learning and 

includes five stages of development: 

1)	� Novice — everything is new, decision making is limited and there is a 

tendency to follow directions.  

2)	� Advanced beginner — elements of the role seen and practised, feels 

confident to try things—but will blame external forces if something 

goes wrong. 

3)	� Competent — can work in an efficient and organised way (often post 

training and predicted at 2 to 3 years in post). Rules and procedures 

are familiar, there is a sense of personal responsibility.  

4)	� Proficient — good at the job, can make decisions and prioritise but 

cannot always articulate what they do.  

5)	� Expert — has extensive experience, does not need guidelines, rules 

or procedures and has the ability to apply many skills; can analyse 

situations.  

This model is a clear illustration of experiential learning but does not 

consider how intuition informs teachers’ actions. As suggested by Gobet and 

Chassey (2009), intuition and the sort of tacit knowledge gained through 

experience, are highly valued aspects of expertise and the humanistic nature 

of the teaching role would suggest that tacit knowledge is also paramount. 

To ensure that pre-service trainees have every opportunity to gain the 

necessary skills to become great teachers, it is incumbent upon teacher 

educators to create an environment that nurtures their learning, as well as 

their ability to use that learning to shape their teaching. Models are helpful 

in this, as is making good use of the tacit knowledge acquired by teacher 

educators, mentors, and other practitioners. However, a programme of 

teacher education can only go so far. Training great teachers also requires 

the creation of communities of discovery to enable collegiate development. 
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Communities of Practice and Agency

Communities of Practice (CoPs) have also been described as communities of 

learning for those with a shared interest. Lave and Wenger (1991) stress the 

importance of learning through social interaction as a vehicle for discussion 

and a way of developing confidence. In addition, CoPs have the potential 

to support the development of PI: ‘Professional identity is indeed formed 

through interaction with others and with environment; it is a relational 

phenomenon’ (Schepens et al., 2009, p. 363). In their research about using 

social media networking with pre-service trainees, Minkee and Bulent (2013, 

p. 306) outlined the benefits of ‘gaining credibility from peers’ within the 

community. This was achieved when students engaged in social discussion, 

offered support, and began to instruct each other.  

Thompson (2018) in exploring teacher creativity in FE, discovered that 

a key constraint to teachers taking a creative approach was the perceived 

lack of agency in the role which led to ‘playing safe’. Yet, despite this general 

feeling of constraint, some teachers did take creative approaches, usually 

when they felt supported by their peer group. Whilst not always housed 

in formal CoPs, these support networks were key factors in enabling the 

confidence to take creative leaps. Similarly, Maher and Jacob (2006) stress 

the need for emotional support from peers and as Davis et al. state, creativity 

is dependent on opportunities to progress ideas collaboratively through 

‘liberating innovative relationships’ (2012, p. 179).

As the literature illustrates, forming a professional identity as a teacher 

is a complex process and requires individuals to experience a number of 

things as a part of the process. Whilst it may be an over-used metaphor in 

education, this can be likened to a journey, not necessarily one with a linear 

path from A to B, rather a more circuitous route enabling individuals to follow 

their own path.  
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Methodology

This research takes a qualitative approach which draws data from focus 

groups and reflective accounts. In addition, creative methods were used (in 

the form of pictorial roadmaps) to provide a focus for structuring reflections. 

Purposive sampling was used to select participants who met specific criteria 

in relation to their training and participants were selected for two groups:

Group A – were trainee teachers about to complete their training. There 

were two cohorts with 26 participants in total (19 female and 7 male). The 

cohorts were mixed in terms of experience and ages ranged from 22–56. This 

group was asked to produce a ‘roadmap’ image to track their journeys during 

training to enable them to think about the various ‘twists’ and ‘turns’ they 

had encountered. Two sub-groups (8 participants in total) were then invited 

to a focus group to explore the training journey in more detail. 

Group B – were teachers who had qualified between 2018 and 2020. This 

group was asked to write a short reflective account of their journey from 

trainee to becoming a teacher. Data was collected via anonymous responses 

to a padlet link to allow participants to discuss their experiences freely and 

we did not collect any ‘identifying’ data such as gender or age. There were 

nine participants in this group. 

Both groups were drawn from a university partnership including cohorts 

from two different colleges. The cohorts in group A trained during the height 

of the pandemic, between 2020 and 2022. Group B participants had qualified 

between 2018 and 2020. All participants followed a ‘pre-service’ route, which 

meant that they had no (or very little) prior teaching experience and were 

gaining their experience via a teaching placement.  

Data was gathered using focus groups and written reflections where 

participants were asked to document their experiences as trainees to the 

point when they felt they had become a teacher. Responses from the focus 

groups have been coded using pseudonyms and reflective accounts were 
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captured on a padlet wall. To provide anonymity, these have been coded P1-

P9. Ethical approval was sought (and awarded) by the university’s research 

institute for Education.

Findings and Discussion

A thematic approach was used to organise the data and key themes include 

obstacles experienced, recognised advantages and the development of 

agency and professional identity.    

Obstacles and Advantages

Many of the obstacles highlighted in the data were related to the practical 

aspects of teaching. Participants expressed concern about the ‘pressures 

of the pandemic’; the unexpected demands of online teaching and lack of 

technical skills: ‘I am not a computer literate person and had a fear of technology’ 

(P4) [and] ‘the degree of technological prowess you have to have been crazy’. 

(June) Mention was also made of the extra workload created by the need 

to upload materials to virtual learning spaces such as Google classroom. In 

addition, participants had not been prepared for other aspects of the job such 

as marking and administration, generating fears about their overall ability to 

carry out the role: ‘As a student you do not understand the level of dedication, 

passion, and commitment it takes to be a teacher… In the beginning I was 

working 8 am until 9 pm to ensure I gave the students the best I could’. (P1) For 

some, this realisation, coupled with the strangeness of lockdown raised fears 

about their ability: ‘Lockdown was quite a scary time because it was almost like 

all the feelings, I felt about teaching not being for me resurfaced’ (P9).

A further concern related to how learners were engaging (or not) with 

the online experience. As Jazmine stated: ‘I couldn’t tell how much they were 

taking in, some of them didn’t have their cameras on…’ There was also an 

awareness of how isolating the experience was for learners: ‘When they 

are online, they are just on their own and in Lalaland’. (Adebola) As a result, 
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trainees felt they were not able to offer the same support. Even when teaching 

moved back to the classroom, COVID regulations influenced teacher-student 

interactions. As June stated: ‘I found it really hard to stay in my “box” at the 

front and not be able to have that one to one where you help people away 

from the group’. 

Several of the obstacles highlighted relate to the second stage of 

Fuller and Brown’s (1975) model as the trainees showed concern about role 

requirements and how the pandemic impacted on their ability to teach. One 

participant felt the impact had been extreme and cited an example of her own 

student, who used to ‘hide’ behind a mask during the height of the pandemic, 

refused to take the mask off when rules were relaxed: 

�‘Even after COVID there were students that were still wearing masks 

because they weren’t comfortable showing their faces. For one, in two 

years of her college life her peers have not seen her. She has lost her 

identity in a way… she is very anxious, she wears gloves in class, […] she 

just shutdown’ (Sami).  

‘Concern for self’ (Fuller & Brown, 1975) was more apparent in the 

reflective accounts where some respondents referred to elements of training 

that were less supportive.   Examples were provided of the ‘discouragement’ 

from other teachers in their placement and a sense of being less important 

than the established team (P6).

Despite these obstacles, there was acknowledgement of some positives 

of the pandemic, specifically the development of new skills. Being ‘forced’ 

to teach online had introduced them to new software and built confidence 

in using ICT resources.  Alongside this, participants also recognised how 

the support they had received during their studies had influenced their 

development. This features strongly in the reflections and the focus groups: 

‘Cheerful connections the tutors provided the strength to move on’. (P3) 

Teachers and mentors are mentioned throughout but most prominent is the 

recognition of the support provided by peers. Participants provide examples 
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of how they set up small study groups so that they could work together, as 

well as a WhatsApp group for communication across the whole cohort: ‘We 

have all supported each other massively… no-one has put in less or taken out 

more… it has been very collaborative.  It’s been a good journey’ (Kelly).  

Agency and Identity 

Models of teacher development identify the ways in which trainee teachers 

gain agency in their practice by developing their own pedagogy through 

critical thinking (Haig, 2017). For some agency is about ‘the way in which 

actors critically shape their responses to problematic situations’ (Biesta & 

Tedder, 2006, p. 11) and is often situated in practice. Simply put, it could be 

considered a form of ‘personal autonomy which informs action’ (Thompson & 

Wolstencroft, 2021, p. 23). Developing a sense of agency is often the starting 

point for developing a professional identity, beyond that which is allocated by 

job role and is influenced by many factors including workplace cultures and 

experiences. Taking this into account, it is not surprising that agency was not 

something that featured in the participants’ responses. Most still considered 

themselves to be trainees, rather than fully-fledged teachers and this was 

reinforced by their work placements where they might be given the ‘trainee’ 

label and where they might not have access to the same resources as others. 

Because of this they were on the periphery of the workplace community 

rather than at the heart of it. As one responded said: 

�‘Sometimes when I am walking around placement I feel yeah I’m definitely 

a teacher but then something will happen like my mentor will say “so how 

many weeks have you got left?”… or I’ll be asked to do something that I 

don’t have access to and I’m like well yeah… still a trainee’ (Kelly).

In the focus groups, participants were asked what being a teacher meant 

to them and the majority of responses made mention of the altruistic aspects 

of the role such as ‘helping others’, ‘being able to support’ or ‘sharing skills’. 
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Whilst these are acknowledged aspects of the role, they do not embrace 

its wider influence such as the impact on policy, the economy and society. 

Specific examples were grounded in the day-to-day aspects of teaching, as 

Fuller and Brown (1975) suggest, the ‘concerns about tasks’. In contrast, the 

accounts of their own learning make much more reference to the emotional 

aspects of learning such as building confidence and developing coping 

mechanisms, achieving things they never thought they could achieve. As one 

respondent said: ‘It’s like a feeling of “I can fly, I can do this, Eureka, I’m there!” 

(Adebola). One potential explanation for this is that the respondents did not 

yet have the experience to gauge the wider influence of their role, much less 

to articulate it. As suggested by Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980) they had built 

a level of proficiency in the role, they could say they were good at the job, 

but couldn’t really explain what they did. Whereas their role as student was 

very familiar and not only could they talk extensively about their journeys, 

but they also experienced them at a visceral level.  

The Journey from Trainee to Teacher

A key aim of this research was to depict the steps taken from being a trainee 

to becoming a teacher by exploring specific aspects of trainees’ journeys. 

This information was drawn from focus groups of students at the end of their 

course of study and from reflective accounts produced by teachers who had 

qualified in the previous year. As outlined within the findings, both groups 

of participants highlighted comparable experiences and identified with the 

teaching role in similar ways.  Although some participants did say they ‘felt’ 

like a teacher there was little evidence of embracing the wider aspects of 

the role. For most, PI was firmly linked to their formal occupation, and until 

they were employed in a teaching post, they would not identify as being a 

teacher: ‘I would argue that I feel like a teacher but without the logins and 

the full responsibility […] there isn’t that recognition, so I wouldn’t call myself 

a teacher’ (Simon). The responses also suggested that some participants 

questioned the ‘professional’ element of the role; in line with some of the 
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literature, one participant described it as a ‘craft’ (Sachs, 2010) and another 

cited the need for continuous development: ‘I think I view it like I am always in 

training.  I wouldn’t call myself a professional… because you have always got 

to be developing’ (June). 

As outlined in previous research (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1980; Fuller & 

Brown, 1975) there is evidence of distinct stages of development. However, 

in contrast to previous models, our data suggests that this is not a linear 

progress. Trainees do not appear to take incremental steps towards becoming 

a teacher, their route is far more circuitous and can be encapsulated in nine 

steps (Figure 1):

l	� Tentative steps — decision to undertake training is taken. Experienced 

as confusion and anxiety about what lies ahead. (P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, 

P7, P8, P9, June, Kelly, Simon, Sami, Adebola, Esme, Jazmine)
l	� Expressing concerns — concern about own abilities and the impact 

of ‘getting it wrong.’ (P1, P2, P4, P7, P9, Simon, Sami)
l	� Playing safe — aware of judgement by others; concern for self and 

concern for students. Decision is made to follow ‘rules’ for teaching 

outlined by tutors and mentors. (P1, P3, P7, P8, P9)
l	� Sense of belonging — recognition that others are part of the journey. 

Aware of the support available. (P1, P3, P5, P7, P8, Kelly, Jazmine, 

Adebola, June, Esme)
l	� Balancing demands — teaching experience begins to influence 

approach, as do protocols followed in workplace. Theoretical aspects 

of the programme may seem troublesome and ‘at odds’ with practical 

experience.  (P1, P2, P3, P4, P7, P9 & June, Sami)
l	� Building confidence — able to critically reflect on practice, begin to 

use feedback from others to shape approaches and considers how 

theory might inform practice. (P1, P3, P4, P5, P7, P8, P9, Adebola, 

Simon, Kelly, Sami, June, Esme)
l	� Stretching boundaries — has more confidence to take ‘informed 

risks. (P1, P3, P4, P7, P9, Sami, Kelly)
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l	� Integrating ideas — confident in classroom practice and familiar 

with theoretical concepts, able to synthesise ideas from theory and 

practice. (P1, P2. P5, P7, June, Adebola, Jazmine)
l	� Becoming a teacher — some awareness of own agency. Has 

developed an understanding of the wider impact of the role; starts 

to see self as ‘teacher’.  (Adebola, Jazmine, Steven)

Figure 1 – The journey from trainee to teacher

Although not evidenced within this data, we acknowledge the potential 

for trainees to adopt the position of ‘playing safe’ throughout their studies, 

which may mean they simply adopt a compliant stance in terms of meeting 

the needs of the programme and of their workplace. In doing so, it is likely 

that they will miss out the need to balance demands, stretch boundaries or 

integrate ideas. As a result, they will ‘become a teacher’ in as far as achieving 

the teaching qualification is concerned but are not likely to have developed 

the reflexive skills required for the professional role (Figure 2).
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Figure 2 – The journey from trainee to teacher ‘playing safe’

Final Thoughts

Within this research we have explored the ways in which trainee teachers begin 

to develop a professional identity. The findings illustrate the complexity of this 

journey, particularly the impact of the emotional experience which shows that 

this sort of professional development is unlikely to follow a linear path. Instead, 

individuals had a range of experiences en route; some questioned their overall 

suitability for the role and others acknowledged the omnipresent need to 

continue learning. Very few of the participants identified with the profession 

of teacher by the end of their training, suggesting that professional identity 

is less connected to qualifications and professional standards but has more to 

do with formal recognition in relation to employment. For our participants this 

meant being recognised as a teacher, rather than being qualified as a teacher. 

Despite this, responses did show acceptance of clear professional values such 

as concern for students. For these participants, the experience of teacher 

education appeared to be a vehicle which gave them permission to develop a 

professional identity further down the line. As Kelly put it: ‘It’s like taking the 

stabilisers off your bike… you’re off into the winds’. 
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Chapter 10

Neil Hopkins & Carol Thompson

Through the looking glass:  
Professional identity during a pandemic

Background

The theory of narrative identity (McAdams, 2001) describes the way in 

which we internalise our ‘stories’ in creating a sense of self. These stories 

are based on an integration of the way we have constructed past events to 

provide a unified narrative of our lives. In adulthood, our stories become an 

operating manual for day-to-day life, they show us what to do and provide 

a clear strategy for how to do it. They even provide the narrative for how we 

present ourselves to others: ‘In this way our stories become the foundation 

of our personalities and influence the way we work, think about ourselves 

and interact with others’ (Thompson, 2019, p. 26). Whilst narrative identity 

theory is often concerned with the stories we construct as children, it cannot 

be separated from adult life. As adults we form our identity through the range 

of roles we play and a significant part of this is professional identity, which 

informs the knowledge we acquire and the values we claim (Johnston, 2012).  
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When we talk about professional identity, we are considering the ways 

we might combine our attributes, experiences, and values in terms of a 

profession (Ibarra, 1999), which is an important part of seeing ourselves within 

the profession. In most cases this is a simple process, most professions have 

standards, recognised qualifications and bodies who ensure that everyone 

within the profession understands what it means to be a professional in that 

context. For teachers this is far less clear and for teachers in post-compulsory 

education (PCE) the situation is confused further by regulatory changes 

to qualification requirements and  dual professionalism. When compared to 

other professions such as medicine or law, teachers do not have a strong 

sense of professional identity and when teaching is a second career this is 

further diluted by close identification with a previous role, therefore, many 

PCE teachers will see themselves as hairdressers or engineers before they 

think of themselves as teachers.

The last two years have thrown additional challenges at PCE teachers, 

and many were not prepared for the impact of the global pandemic. COVID-19 

has turned our worlds upside down both personally and professionally.  In 

much the same way as Alice’s journey through the looking glass, the familiar 

was made unfamiliar, the known, unknown (Carroll, 1871). Now, more than 

ever, teachers must rethink their identity, not as prescribed by others but as 

something they claim for themselves, as a part of their own narrative.

Within this research we aim to capture the stories of a range of education 

professionals, working in different contexts. The research includes narratives 

from senior leaders, middle managers, teachers, academics, and teaching 

support staff working in settings as diverse as Further Education Colleges and 

the National Health Service.  Each provides an ‘insider’ view of professional 

identity from their own unique vantage point.

 

Literature - What is Professional Identity?

The issue of identity in professional contexts such as further and higher 

education is a complex one. On the face of it, identity is a seemingly simple 
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thing, conceptualised as the ‘being’ that informs ‘doing’, where being is one’s 

way of viewing the world and oneself based on certain values, beliefs, and 

attitudes, and doing is the way of living proceeding from this (McNaughton & 

Billot, 2016, p. 644).  As Churchman and King suggest: ‘Identity perspectives 

focus on members’ understanding of who they are and the ways in which 

these influences, and is influenced by, what they do at work’, (2009, p. 507). 

However, once identity is probed beyond the surface notions of ‘being’ and 

‘doing’, the idea of identity and professional roles becomes more difficult to pin 

down. Arjava (2018) describes identity as something fluid and dynamic which is 

negotiated through reflection and awareness of the social and cultural context.

Research regarding professional identity has been influenced over 

successive decades by the debate over whether there is such a thing as a 

coherent self that different roles and identities can be related to. Akkerman 

and Meijar (2011) have discussed modernist and postmodernist conceptions 

of the self; in the modernist version 

�[i]ndividuality prevailed, and there was an explicit distinction between 

the internal united self and an external ‘other person’ whereas in the 

postmodern definition ‘identity’ is no longer seen as an overarching 

and unified framework but, instead, as being fragmented along with the 

multiple social worlds that people engage in (2011, p. 309). 

Väläsantanen et al. (2020) adopt a modernist stance on the issue of 

identity and the self-stating that ‘identity should be viewed as negotiated 

through individuals’ activities in a social environment’ (p. 2), making clear 

connections between identity and personal agency. Akkerman and Meijar 

(2011) acknowledge that a postmodern stance has advantages over the 

modernist one because, in their view, postmodern approaches ‘particularly 

accommodate an accelerating globalization, leading us to participate more 

explicitly in multiple communities’ (p. 310). However, Akkerman and Meijar 

(2011) question how far identity can be analysed if the self becomes highly 

fragmented. ​​​​
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Corporate vs. Non-corporate Identity: The Challenge for Teachers  
in Further and Higher Education

The association of further and higher education institutions with notions of 

the corporate has increased as post-compulsory education have adopted 

values associated with private business in what has been identified as a 

neoliberal turn. As Bathmaker and Avis (2013) have noted ‘the reform and 

reconstruction of professionalism in public service work have been a key 

goal of governments in countries such as Australia, New Zealand and the UK’  

(p. 731). These reforms to public services are not exclusive to the Anglophone 

world: ‘the global trend towards neoliberal economic policies has entailed 

the adoption of New Public Management (NPM) principles. These were 

introduced into education in the 1990s, the aim being to increase efficiency 

and international competitiveness’ (Väläsantanen et al., 2020, p. 1).

In the context of further education in England, ‘[m]anagerialism… 

reflected… the concerns with efficiency, effectiveness, responsiveness and 

accountability… that were considerably heightened following incorporation’ 

(Robson, 2006, p. 71). Part of the remit for removing further education 

colleges from local authority control was to expose them to ‘externalized 

forms of regulation and accountability measures such as target-setting 

and performance review’ (Evetts, 2009, p. 23). The changes that occurred 

in universities and other higher education institutions at around this 

time (early-to-mid 1990s) was subtly different because collegiality has a 

stronger foundation in universities and ‘[s]elf-regulation and peer control 

are important to collegiality’ (Robson, 2006, p. 68). Even with these cultural 

factors in play, universities were still vulnerable to the neoliberal market 

pressures: ‘the changing higher education policy context… with its emphasis 

on accountability, control, productivity, and efficiency, have resulted in the 

fragmentation of academic labour, harsh competition for funding, diminished 

autonomy, and increasing administrative duties.’ (Arvaja, 2018, p. 291).

It can be of no surprise that these changes to the culture and ways of 

working in further and higher education organisations have often affected 
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the identities of the professionals within them. Robson (2006) outlines 

some of the potentially negative effects created by neoliberal values. She 

has spoken of ‘a loss of trust… between managers and teachers and of an 

evolving narrative of previously experienced better times [being] a strong 

feature of the discourse in many FE departments’ (Robson, 2006, p. 71). 

Avis counters this negativity by arguing that ‘there is a paradoxical way in 

which managerialism carries with it a democratising impulse by raising 

questions of accountability’ (Avis, 1996, p. 113). In the development towards 

performance indicators and measurable outcomes there is, at least, a certain 

transparency that staff can recognise and potentially ‘buy into’ or use as data 

to demand different priorities. Allied to this reliance on quantifiable statistics 

and benchmarks as a means of public accountability is the increasingly 

sophisticated use of branding by colleges and universities to market their 

wares: ‘[u]niversities have certainly intensified their efforts to develop a 

credible, shared corporate story, through artefacts such as newsletters, 

intranets and corporate emails’ (Churchman & King, 2009, p. 508). This trend 

has become even more important as the HE sector has become genuinely 

international in its scope.

The institution is not necessarily the sole or even the primary entity that 

education professionals choose to base their identities upon. Colleagues 

often have disciplinary or industrial allegiances that they feel encapsulates 

their identity more fully than allegiances to an organisation. Robson (2006) 

concurs with this but also argues that there are subtle differences between 

professionals in HE and FE, such as having less contractual time to make 

and sustain external contacts than their HE counterparts.  But Hopkins 

(2013) argues this is not necessarily the case as FE teachers are likely to 

maintain contacts with colleagues from their previous roles in order to keep 

up to date with developments. Many teachers and researchers in FE and HE 

have communities of practice where they can engage in discussion around 

disciplinary practices. Such communities, where effective, are likely to reinforce 

and enhance a sense of professional identity for those involved beyond the 

boundaries of the institution. However, because: ‘the teacher of technical 
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specialisms actively seeks to redefine links between college and industry’ 

(Robson, 2006, p. 73), the professional associations they are likely to form part 

of will not necessarily have an educational focus in the same way as HE.

 

Managers and Leaders: Factors Influencing Identity

Much has been said about the impact of managerialism on the teaching 

profession, in particular the ways in which a performative culture requires 

teachers to organise their work in response to targets. As Ball (2003) 

suggests, for some, the setting aside of personal beliefs in order to achieve 

what others deem important creates a source of inner conflict but for others 

provides an opportunity and a clear pathway to success. This has encouraged 

an alternative form of professional identity, deemed ‘entrepreneurial identity’, 

aligned to a new type of teacher who closely identifies with the perceived 

efficiencies of a commercial approach (Menter et. al, 1997; Sachs, 2010). 

Alongside this, is the emergence of ‘designer teachers’ whose focus is to be 

seen to perform at the highest levels. These teachers thrive on being seen 

as ‘the best’ and actively seek opportunities to demonstrate their ability to 

meet benchmarks for performance. This teacher explains his response to the 

removal of graded lesson observations: ‘I was disappointed when they took 

away the grading system because I love chasing a grade, absolutely love it…

because we all want to chase a grade one…of course you do, you want to be 

the best’ (Thompson, 2018, p. 20).

The literature suggests that responses from managers in FE are not 

dissimilar to those of teachers. In their exploration of the experiences of 

Curriculum Managers, Thompson and Wolstencroft (2015) outline a typology 

of management personas which mirror those of teachers.  They describe 

Lone Warriors with values focussed on responding to the ‘student voice’ and 

supporting colleagues, as individuals driven by strong principles, prepared to 

take risks.  In contrast, Career Navigators, focussed on corporate objectives 

and motivated by job prospects were likely to digest systems and follow rules 

(Thompson & Wolstencroft, 2015).
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In line with Murphy and Curtis (2013), Thompson and Wolstencroft’s 

(2015) findings suggest that more than 80% of middle managers in FE 

experienced a confused sense of professional identity due to dual roles 

involving management and teaching: ‘teaching commitments get in the way 

of my management role and vice versa…’ (p. 219) Like teachers, managers also 

experienced constraints surrounding their work, usually as a result of rigid 

systems or diktats from senior leadership. Despite espoused movements 

towards models of distributed leadership within education (Gronn, 2002) it 

seems that senior leaders rely on control measures similar to those employed 

on the production line (Mintzberg, 1988).

The impact of the commercialisation of education has been widely 

discussed, particularly in relation to how it influences the roles of teachers 

and managers (Avis, 2005; Ball, 2003; Courtney, 2015).  Thompson and 

Wolstencroft (2018) reinforce this view, stating that there is very little 

difference between middle managers’ roles within education and the 

commercial sector as both are driven by key performance indicators focussed 

on meeting the organisation’s aims. However, they did highlight two distinct 

differences. Firstly, in the authority bestowed upon managers, and secondly, 

the influence of external bodies. Within education settings, managers felt that 

they were working in a culture of ‘mistrust’, resulting in control mechanisms 

they often found debilitating, alongside this, they felt they were constantly 

juggling the operational demands of the job with the need to implement new 

initiatives.  Whereas those managers working in the private sector did not 

experience constraints imposed by systems or external demands and felt 

they had autonomy and the authority to get on with their jobs.

Perhaps not surprisingly, the situation for leaders is a little clearer 

cut. Leaders express a strong sense of identity with their roles and are aware 

of the agency they have. This is especially true for those at higher levels within 

the organisation, such as College Principals (Thompson, 2018).  However, for 

many participants agency was something they felt at a personal level, as one 

Principal suggested:
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�Internally I would say that’s significant [agency]. If we are looking at 

genuinely the autonomy in the system then I would say it’s not very 

much because in a way regulatory agencies tell us exactly what they 

want to offer… and in terms of the Inspectorate, they decide what ‘good’ 

looks like so there’s actually very little freedom…

 

The Impact of COVID-19: Teacher Identities During a Pandemic

In March 2020, schools, colleges, and universities closed their doors and the 

teacher’s world was turned upside down.  Krogh Christensen et al. (2022) 

speak of ‘the sudden change in the teaching context caused a loss of teacher 

identity… teachers’ ability to adapt their teaching to students’ needs while 

teaching and teachers’ motivation and job satisfaction may have suffered’ 

(Krogh Christensen et al., 2022, online). The change in the structure and 

environment through online and distance learning had a profound effect on 

teachers and how they perceived themselves. This is because: ‘teaching is 

an embodied affair, and teacher identities are sensitive to structural changes 

in teaching contexts’ (Krogh Cristensen et al., 2022, online). The movement 

away from face-to-face teaching in a physical environment was challenging 

and potentially disorienting, especially as the transition to online learning 

was relatively sudden and many teachers didn’t feel confident or prepared for 

these changes. Kurz et al. (2021) write on how ‘[t]he pivot to online teaching 

forced [teachers] to change how they understood themselves’ (Kurz et al., 

2021, p. 174). However, this pivot had both positive and negative effects 

on the university teachers. Some colleagues found that ‘these changes… 

provoked discomfort, frustration, fear, and anger—emotions that have 

sometimes disrupted the faculty–student relationship’ (Kurz et al. 2021,  

p. 175). However, for others:

�The shift has meant thinking much more about how to structure engaging, 

interactive sessions where students do most of the work… COVID-19’s 

gift is how it has helped college instructors see and understand issues 
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that have long been present but latent and perhaps unobtrusive because 

ignoring them came at no cost (Kurz et al., 2021, p. 177).  

These observations appear to show how developments in the way 

professional practice is performed can have both a malign and benign impact 

on how teachers view themselves. The movement to online learning also had 

repercussions for the notion of communities of practice:​​​​​ ‘At the level of VET 

[Vocational Education and Training] schools, teachers often received help from 

colleagues and generally were glad to offer it. Groups were created for sharing 

ideas and support, both technical and emotional’ (Kovacs et al., 2021, p. 7561).

The challenges in this instance seem to have instilled an esprit de corps 

amongst colleagues where their identities as part of a collective have 

enabled them to ‘pull together’ in a time of urgent need. However, this was 

by no means the only reaction. Some of the more negative perspectives on 

teacher identity during lockdown speak of isolation and disengagement from 

colleagues and organisations. In a powerful statement, one of the teachers 

interviewed by Krogh Christensen et al. speaks of the online experience 

as ‘like… talking to a black space. And that can be very artificial’ (Krogh 

Christensen, 2022, online).

 

Research Design

This research takes a narrative inquiry approach by asking participants 

to reflect on professional identity from a specific standpoint.  Participants 

were drawn from a range of settings within education and had varying 

degrees of experience.  The purposive sample consisted of senior leaders, 

middle managers, teachers, and teacher educators and provided a breadth 

of perspectives.  Participants were chosen based on the following criteria: 

organisation type, position in organisation, disciplinary expertise, and levels 

of experience. 

One of the strengths of narrative inquiry is that it provides the insider 

view and a deeper understanding of individual experiences.  Participants 
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were asked to write a reflective account of professional identity within 

their individual roles and settings. This allowed them to analyse their 

experiences without having to justify them with tangible evidence and 

recognises the view that professional identity is as much as ‘state of mind’ 

as a definition of a professional role (Crossley & Vivekananda-Schmidt,  

2009).

The use of ‘stories’ as a form of research may be subject to some criticism: 

‘Once upon a time, psychologists viewed life stories as little different from 

fairy tales… of little scientific value for understanding human behaviour’ 

(McAdams, 2001). Whilst it is true that narrative inquiry does not allow us 

to make generalisations about the research: ‘In sum, stories are too soft and 

human lives too big, as well as too singular’ (McAdams, 2001, p. 100), it is also 

true that understanding experience is a complex process that cannot be 

explored solely in a scientific way.

 

Emerging Findings

The research to date highlights the complexities associated with defining 

and owning professional identity. The following reflections underline how 

individuals have begun this process.

Leadership-Agency Dichotomy

In this narrative, the participant, a senior leader within an FE College, considers 

the 9changes to working practice enforced by the Coronavirus pandemic. 

By highlighting a number of conflicts, this narrative raises questions about 

how much agency leaders actually have and how, in turn, that impacts on 

professional identity. Reference is made to the practical challenges faced, 

suggesting that the pandemic had exposed some ‘hidden edges’ inside the 

systems. Prior to the pandemic, leaders and teachers had relied on day-to-

day operations running smoothly but as a result of COVID-19, were thrown 

into a more reactive culture.  An example of the difficulties associated with 
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teaching online, such as students not engaging and being able to ‘hide’ by 

not using cameras or chat functions, is used to illustrate an unexpected 

event.  This would normally be something addressed by individual teachers 

but, the unusual circumstances required the creation of new policies and, 

in turn, increased bureaucracy.  This raised questions about the purpose 

of the leadership role and exposed aspects of what was referred to as the 

‘leadership-agency’ dichotomy: 

�[…] a leader might treat teacher agency with caution, another point of 

view is that a leader really needs their teachers to exercise a degree of 

agency: at best, the efforts of the leadership can then be directed towards 

allowing or creating a space for their teachers to excel. (Senior Leader)

Questioning how much control he really has within his leadership role, 

the participant uses a Badiouian lens to analyse the leadership role and 

suggests that leaders may not be the ones who instigate real change. This 

raises questions about the function of leadership: ‘…for me leadership is at 

best about not turning away but trying to hold the conflict; exploring and 

working with and within multi-levelled contractions’ Citing Badiou (2005), he 

goes on to say that the ‘truth’ is really out there but is hidden inside an event, 

so leaders should brace themselves for the event and look to others to help 

find the answers.

 

Walking the Tightrope

This narrative explores the experiences of teacher educators supporting 

trainees through a pre-service programme of teacher education. The 

participants reflect on how this experience challenges their own professional 

identity.

When reflecting on their experiences, student teachers’ often consider 

how they overcome specific hurdles in order to reach their goals. These 

accounts are littered with emotional highs and lows further heightened by 
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the pandemic where the norms of daily activity were turned upside down 

and where potential support systems became distanced. The focus is often 

on the support they received during their training and on how they learnt 

from observing others such as tutors and mentors. Very few consider the 

knowledge gained during their training and aside from copying what their 

own teachers do in the classroom, there is very little recognition of how 

the teacher education programme has influenced their teaching. This raises 

questions about the purpose of teacher education and the role of teacher 

educators.

A pre-service route to teacher education includes intensive training 

and experience gained through a practicum. In the UK there is a growing 

trend towards ‘apprenticeships’ which are taught and managed ‘in-house’ 

reinforcing current practice within organisations. The traditional university-

based training is seen as an antidote to this model of regeneration, its aim 

being to create an environment in which new teachers can develop their 

knowledge and skills in a way which allows them to be the teacher they 

want to be. Aligned to this philosophy, teacher educators traditionally take 

the stance of facilitator, offering their knowledge and experience for critical 

analysis and encouraging trainees to synthesise this in relation to their own 

practice.  

A further influence on the Teacher Educator’s role is policy directive 

and demands from external bodies which have an influence on how teacher 

education is informed.  Through the Core Content Framework (DfE, 2019) 

the Department for Education has provided a set of literature which must 

be incorporated into TE programmes, thereby dictating the knowledge that 

teacher educators’ are ‘allowed’ to share. However, most teacher educators 

rely on years of experience and the tacit knowledge they have gained from 

this to inform their approach to their roles.  This allows them to frame new 

learning in practical ways, and to give credence to the approaches they 

recommend.  Removing the choice of what knowledge to share, removes 

significant agency from teacher educators, making the role little more than a 

vehicle for transporting the DfE’s agenda:
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�On the one hand we must implement the DfE’s guidelines and on the 

other hand, we have a lot of experience to share.  I am never sure of how 

much of ‘myself’ I should put into the role; balancing the varied demands 

is constricting… it’s a bit like walking a tightrope and I very often wobble, 

but I have realised that in order to provide the space for my students 

to grow, I need to relinquish some of my control and I have to manage 

some of the control that others have.  Sometimes, I do as expected and 

sometimes I don’t. (Teacher Educator)

 

Interdisciplinarity During a Pandemic

This narrative from a senior lecturer in a ‘widening participation’ university 

in the UK, explored the issue of interdisciplinarity and how this affects 

professional identity generally and during the pandemic. Using the work 

of Collini (2012) on the pressures to achieve research outputs in British 

universities and how this can have a profound effect on the value of work 

that crosses disciplinary boundaries. In relation to the COVID-19 lockdowns, 

the participant goes on to say:

�The pandemic had a mixed impact on me… On the one hand, I felt a 

sense of increased isolation from colleagues—the lack of face-to-face 

engagement had a curious effect of questioning who I was professionally, 

where did I position myself? On the other hand, there was this massive 

increase in online communication and research discussion that often-

straddled disciplines due to their fluid and impromptu nature. These 

seminars I found to be a bit of a lifesaver at times (Senior Lecturer).

This participant talks of interdisciplinarity as ‘an inevitable’ part of being 

a researcher in education due to the fact that education takes its cues from 

a variety of disciplines in the social sciences and humanities. This crossing 

of boundaries can be potentially liberating, ‘I’m not confined or ‘boxed in’ to 

a particular way of working or having to conform to a given way of thinking. 
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However, in an academic culture that appears to increasingly value the focus 

on measurable outcomes and their impact, this way of working can have 

its disadvantages: ‘I’m sometimes vulnerable to peer reviews where the 

commentators say the paper doesn’t contain enough of this or that subject 

area… There’s a feeling that I’m just skimming the surface because I’m not 

concentrating on a given discipline’. The working environment during the 

pandemic appears to have magnified these issues for the participant, making 

professional identity a complex and potentially confusing quest.

 

Summary

The research suggests that identity is both within and external to the 

individual and is impacted significantly by environmental factors.  This was 

evidenced in individual reflections detailing specific challenges encountered 

during lockdowns. However, the reflections show that some participants 

found the change in working practices enabled them to critique previous 

practice and presented opportunities to enhance their ways of working in the 

future. A particular benefit highlighted was how the effective use of ICT had 

a positive impact on teaching and learning as well as creating efficiencies in 

other areas such as education management.  

The metaphor of the looking glass has identified both contracting 

and expanding lenses. The sense of isolation experienced by some had 

a contracting effect in terms of motivation and physical proximity to 

others.  Whilst the pandemic may have encouraged some to narrow their 

focus in order to maintain a level of control, for others it had the opposite 

effect when they realised the potential of relinquishing some of their 

authority. Some narrowed their focus to what they knew best, or felt most 

comfortable with, whereas others took the opportunity to critique current 

practice and experiment with new ideas. In summary what we have seems 

to be a bi-focal looking glass—professional perceptions narrow or increase 

depending on which aspects of the pandemic we choose to look at and 

through which lens.
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Chapter 11

Micaela Castiglioni

The pandemic and disorienting  
narratives of old age

‘Si sta come d’autunno sugli alberi le foglie’  

[We hang like leaves in autumn]

(G. Ungaretti, 1918)

‘I AM STAYING HOME’, alone. Aldo’s story

Methodological note: This chapter is the outcome of the initial, exploratory 

phase—implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic—of a broader, ongoing 

research project. Due to budgetary constraints, at this preliminary stage of the 

research process we collected only 20 short ‘narrative vignettes’ from older 

men and women (70–90 years old), who were invited to represent old age, 

themselves in general, and themselves during the pandemic (cf., Aldo’s story).

Based on these texts, we identified a set of key words and themes, 

which we then further explored and investigated during a series of webinars 

(one of which is described in this chapter) with both invited experts and 

lay audiences. During these events, the perspectives of the experts were 

complemented by those of various practitioners (education specialists, 

psychologists, sociologists, etc.).
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The webinars enabled us to identify what we have defined as different 

‘types of old age’.

We are currently analysing data collected from a larger group of 

participants using a more diverse range of qualitative research instruments 

(such as self-interviews, focus groups, etc.).

Our research is epistemologically informed by phenomenology and 

narrative constructivism.

�‘My name is Aldo. I live in Milan, and I turned eighty this past February. 

My son, Fabrizio, lives in Rome; he has a good set-up there. We speak on 

the phone once a week, every Saturday around lunchtime; I also talk to 

the kids, but it’s not like having them around. I was married to Anna for 

53 years, until one November morning two years ago she never woke up 

again: gone, just like that, in her sleep. Everybody told me: “A nice way to 

die, the best way…”

Maybe it is the best way—if it can be said that one way of dying is better 

than another—but this way, I didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye 

to her. I only know that she is gone, and with her everything is gone: the 

affection, our game of cards in the afternoon, her comments on the news on 

TV, her getting mad and snorting to herself over football, or the aroma of her 

meat sauce (nobody ever made one as good as hers). 

I have had to reinvent myself, at my age. So, I learned to go shopping, to cook… 

simple things, nothing complicated, but the most difficult thing was finding peace 

of mind. The first winter without my wife was very hard; then a friend invited me 

to the district club, in a large room beside the parish centre near my home. The 

name says it all: “Centro VarieEtà” [Mixed Ages Centre]. The first time I entered 

the hall, I felt like a fish out of water. I’ve never been a bar type. But then I realized 

that, at 79, I can’t afford to be so picky. So, when I go, I can make the effort to 

exchange a few words about the penalty they gave to Ronaldo, or the latest stunt 

by some politician or other. It is better not to make a fuss—so Anna would have 

told me—and so I lift my eyes up to heaven, and I listen.



223The pandemic and disorienting narratives of old age

I go there day in day out. As long as the weather is fine, I never let an 

afternoon go to waste. It helps me to talk to other people. We talk a lot about 

the past, about the jobs we used to do, about the strikes in the 1970s, and 

the economic struggles of our youth, which, viewed in hindsight through the 

binoculars of age, seem to me to be beautiful things. Children are criticised 

and grandchildren praised. The Club has become my world. I don’t have 

Internet and I don’t care, amongst other reasons because the people in my 

world don’t have it either. 

I do have a mobile phone; mine has nice big keys; my son gave it to me for 

Christmas. We all have mobile phones, but at the Club we never exchanged 

numbers. If I had known that “that 23rd of February” was going to be the last 

time…, I would have asked at least Antonio and Michele for their numbers. 

I’ve been locked up at home for over a month now. Kind young people drop 

by with the groceries and medicines I order once a week. I always give them a tip. 

Even if they don’t want to take it, I give it anyway—they deserve it. They knock 

on my door, we exchange a few words, they leave my bags on the doormat, and 

that’s it. When I hear the number of deaths announced on the news, I think about 

the “VarieEtà” club. The other night, an ambulance stopped at the top of the 

street, where Michele lives—I didn’t sleep all night. At six in the morning, I was 

already up. It was raining outside. I didn’t know what to do, so I took out a box 

of old photos and started looking at them… 1966—my wife and I smiling in the 

gardens of Villa Olmo on Lake Como; 1968—Fabrizio as a baby; Carnival 1972—

Fabrizio dressed up as Zorro; June 1973—a Fiat 128 Sport, our new car! 1980—

Alassio [a seaside resort in Liguria]. With each picture [I felt] a different emotion. 

The memories began to resurface and with them the feelings that bear witness 

to a life lived to the full, to real physical prowess, to goals materially achieved. A 

few smiles and many tears, between me and myself, looking back over the trials 

of that full life that I would not have wanted to be any different. Was I once that 

robust and smiling man who lifted Fabrizio up with one hand to teach him how to 

swim, or who painted the house in a weekend? Nowadays, in a weekend, at best, 

I change the sheets on my bed. As soon as all this ends, I am going to take the 

photos of my son’s graduation to the Club; I’m going to show Antonio what my 
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128 Sport was like. I haven’t always been like now, without a driving license. I had 

nice cars, I worked hard in the factory, I had a role of responsibility, and I could 

afford it. As soon as all this ends, I hope that Antonio and Michele will come back 

to the Club, I really hope so. For now, IORESTOACASA, alone’5 (Castiglioni, 2020).

‘STAY AT HOME’, I STAY AT HOME, ALONE

‘RESTATE A CASA’ [‘STAY AT HOME’, I STAY AT HOME ALONE] was the mantra 

addressed to adults, young adults, adolescents, and the elderly which, from 

the beginning of the initial lockdown in March 2020, we heard repeated almost 

obsessively on television, on news programmes across all networks, on talk-

shows, variety shows, and advertisements. 

For months, ‘RESTATE A CASA’ acted as a kind of slogan. If there had not 

been rules, or ministerial and governmental restrictions, with the threat of 

heavy fines or even criminal charges for not respecting them—in brief, all the 

interventions that prompted this explicit and widely communicated warning 

message—what would have happened? Would a large proportion of citizens 

of all ages have gone outside their homes anyway? Defying, underestimating, 

or ignoring the power of the virus? And thereby putting themselves and the 

community at risk? Most likely they would have, considering the tendency for 

crowds to gather that we have witnessed over and over, including on recent 

occasions, and in light of TV and newspaper reports that 40% of Italians, even 

during the severe spring 2020 lockdown, quietly continued to go about their 

business, in breach of the restrictive measures. 

Suddenly, the lives of adolescents, young people, adults, and elders, whatever 

we prefer to call them (Castiglioni, 2019), were disrupted by the limitation of 

individual and collective freedom with a view to safeguarding and protecting the 

entire community, in particular the most fragile and vulnerable including the old.

From a more radical perspective, we might suggest that there is a fine line 

between the curtailment of individual freedoms in the interests of public health 

5	  �Aldo’s story was collected and transcribed by Nadia Rossi—an adult education tutor at the Department of Human Scienc-
es for Education at Milano-Bicocca University.
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and Foucauldian mechanisms of control, a viewpoint that has been adopted by 

sectors of the public and of Italian political leadership. 

The health emergency and the political-institutional measures put in place 

have demanded that we adapt to norms, rules, and prohibitions.

The term adaptation, for those of us who are involved in adult education, 

must necessarily elicit careful and critical reflection, if we are grasp its nebulous, 

contrasting, ambivalent, and even, risky nature, clearly alongside its more 

understandable and justifiable aspects.

Even if the percentage of ‘I’m going out anyway, no matter what…’ might have 

increased if prohibitions and restrictions had not been put in place, it nonetheless 

appears to me that the issue merited at least scrutiny—if not action—from a 

more complex and critical observational vantage point, not least in case should 

we ever, unfortunately, be faced with other, similar or comparable, emergency 

situations. 

Such scrutiny is even more important when the subjects concerned are 

older adults, with their everyday frailties and ‘emergencies’, alongside their 

resources, within their specific, personal stories of aging as women and men. 

Types of Old Age

Old age, like adulthood, is not just a biological and demographic fact; it is also 

a social and cultural construct within which the biological dimension and that 

of the passing of time must be situated. As a prismatic and shifting construct, 

old age is subject to a sort of ambivalence and contradiction that flows from 

the potential gap between self-representations/attributions and hetero 

representations/attributions, a phenomenon that also applies to adulthood 

more generally (Tramma, 2008).

This shapes a set of narratives about late adulthood that are not always 

consistent with one another or appropriate. These narratives may be 

understood as rhetorics of old age, which in turn are underpinned by what we 

might term, typologies of old age, as conveyed on TV, in advertising, the print 

media, literature, film, etc.
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Within the two macro-rhetorics of defeated and desperate old age—as 

Erikson (1981) calls it—versus efficient and victorious old age, the second 

of which can be confused with the excessive pursuit of youthfulness, it is 

possible to identify several subtypes of old age/older adults, which we may 

view as forms of dismissal or segregation of this life stage. 

How many and what dismissed/segregated types of old age, or even 

denial of natural and human old age, are there? Like denied childhood, we 

sometimes observe the phenomenon of denied old age, for reasons that we 

can only partially grasp. Two phases of life, one at the beginning and one at 

the end, which in this respect are similar to one another.

Let us examine some typified models (Castiglioni, 2019):

– �Ridiculed old age, featuring the excessive and protracted pursuit 

of youthfulness. This type occurs when older men and women are 

attributed with: attitudes, traits, behaviours, needs, and desires 

that revolve around being continuously on the move and travelling 

to relatively distant spaces and places; perennial energy and vitality; 

investment in caring for themselves and their bodies in terms of 

fitness; the constant quest for social spaces characterized by party 

games, and the pursuit of pleasure, including sexual pleasure. The 

last-mentioned tendency is particularly unseemly in the case of older 

women (Rigotti, 2018).

– �Advertised old age, closely related to the first type. A source of profit for 

the marketing and consumer industries, made up of older men and women 

seeking the latest product for healthy nutrition, permanent health, perfect 

eyesight and hearing, regular sleep patterns, wrinkle-free skin, and thick 

hair. It includes elders who get on and off low-cost planes, cruise ships, 

and high-speed trains, keep themselves busy going to the gym, Latin 

American dance classes, wear various types of leisure clothing, and are 

more vital and energetic than many adults and young people.

– �Decrepit old age, when only deficiencies, distress, weakness, and 
illness are attributed to the elderly. Due to mistaking their solely 
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physiological fragility for a form of vulnerability. Whereas frailty 
within certain limits—as Eugenio Borgna (2014) points out—can 
paradoxically represent a resource, if we understand it as bearing 
the potential for a more nuanced, profound, authentic, and shared 
sensibility that is distant from coarse utilitarian logic. An intelligent 
fragility, that of the elderly, which allows them to get to the essence 
of things.

– �Old age as a resource, typical of older men and women who are 
still in good health, and/or sufficiently economically well off, who 
offer support to their married children and grandchildren, in a 
contemporary context where political-institutional welfare is lacking 
and the younger generations are increasingly less economically 
independent than their parents/grandparents.

– �‘Grandparented’ old age, this applies to elderly grandmothers 
and grandfathers who still take—in my view, excessive—charge 
for minding, entertaining, and playing with their grandchildren. 
Grandmothers, having fulfilled their maternal duties towards their 
daughters and sons, risk having to continue, for long periods, to 
provide parental-like care—among other consequences, with 
intergenerational implications that are not always easy to manage. 
Grandfathers on their part are involved in recreational activities with 
their grandchildren, both inside and outside of the home. The gratuity, 
the pleasure of being grandparents, of being able to experience in 
the relationship with one’s grandchildren a new and different part of 
oneself, as well as a different way of relating to them than to one’s 
children, is confused with the duty of being grandparents, to the bitter 
end, so that the time for a physiological and perhaps even aspired-to 
old age is reduced when it is not outright denied. A phenomenon that 
Patrizia Taccani expresses as: ‘old age can wait’ (2008).

– �Old age as a burden, when the elderly are only perceived as an 
inconvenient disruption of the everyday routines of their children or 
grandchildren, given that they require commitment, an investment of 
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energy and time, which must be taken from other occupations and 
activities viewed as more pleasant. An older adult who represents a 
burden corresponds to a younger adult that is forced to curtail their 
freedom and make sacrifices.

– �Prescribed old age, determining what the elderly must and must not be, 

in that they must eat what others, whether family members or carers, 

have decided for them. They must go to bed and get up at specific times, 

preferably early in the morning and not late in the evening; they must 

move around the house at least a little; they must not watch television 

for too long; they must take a nap after lunch, but not an excessively 

long one; they must spend some time on the balcony in summer, etc. 

– �Infantilised old age, a type represented by elderly people whom hospital 

staff immediately address informally, or worse still, call them ‘grandmother’ 

or ‘grandfather’; a situation that can also occur in a taxi, or at the information 

counter in any public office. Old people addressed in a style suitable for 

small children ‘come on, be good, eat something’, ‘come on, make me 

happy’, ‘have you washed your hands?’, ‘Come on, do it for me’. They are 

not entrusted with the daily management of their own money, even if 

they are mentally lucid. This task is assigned to their caregiver because 

their children think that they will waste money on useless purchases, on a 

whim. Their actions are excessively kept in check for fear that they will get 

hurt, that they will cause trouble, that they will slow down the adults who 

take care of them, etc., just as with small children.

– �Angelic old age, when older men and women are viewed as only 

animated by drives, emotions, and feelings of goodness, generosity, 

and altruism. Individuals to be protected, who are almost ethereal.

– �Selfish old age, when, on the contrary, elders are attributed with 

exclusively self-centred attitudes, closed-mindedness, withdrawing 

into themselves and being wholly taken up with their own needs.

– �Asexual old age, not unlike angelic old age, this is when elders are 

and considered devoid of emotional life, vitality, and intimate feelings 

(Castiglioni, 2019).
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– �Medicalised old age, when being old coincides with a succession of 

drugs, supplements, and medical aids, to the extent of transforming 

the elder’s home into a sort of hospital room or rehabilitation centre.

Narratives of Old Age in Pandemic Times

At the webinar Old age today, designed and organized by the inter-university 

research group NUSA-New Adult Subjectivites6 in collaboration with the 

journal Pedagogika.it, which was the second in a series of seminars7 entitled 

The pandemic as a time of change: in what sense and in what direction?, the 

author of this paper, with Grazia Zuffa8 and Marina Piazza9 presented the 

typification/narratives of contemporary old age outlined above, with a view 

to stimulating reflection as to which of these models the COVID-19 public 

health emergency had exalted and amplified, making them into dominant 

narratives that then acted to hinder a realistic view of the complexity 

and multifactorality of old age, offering instead a geometrized, linearized, 

and univocal interpretation with potentially negative implications and 

repercussions in terms of  short-sighted and less than effective (Castiglioni, 

2019) welfare and care interventions.

Furthermore, reductive readings of the aging process and consequently 

of old age, is a feature of multiple areas of discourse and even of certain 

scientific or disciplinary perspectives.

The narratives of old age that the pandemic certainly reinforced—a 

perspective that I share with Grazia Zuffa and Marina Piazza (Castiglioni, 

2019)—include its infantilisation, which, to be more specific, has taken the 

6	  �NUSA-Nuove Soggettività Adulte [New Adult Subjectivities] is an interuniversity research group headed by the au-
thor of this paper. The other members are: Raffaele Bellandi (educator); Roberto Bezzi (Head of Education, Bollate  
prison); Laura Caruso (Mutual Aid Group for Trans-gender Culture and Ethics); Manuela Gallerani (Università degli Studi di  
Bologna); Barbara Mapelli (education specialist; expert in the pedagogy of gender differences); Roberto Melloni  
(psychologist and psychotherapist); Maria Piacente (editor Pedagogika.it); Susanna Ronconi (researcher, trainer, expert 
in autobiographical methods). The publishing house Edizioni ETS di Pisa has brought out a new book series NUSA-Nuove 
Soggettività adulte, under the editorship of the author of this paper.

7	  �The webinar was held on 11/03/2021 and may be viewed on www.Pedagogika.it; www.nusablog.org and YouTube.
8	  Psychologist on National Bioethics committee.
9	  �Sociologist and writer. My thanks go to Marina Piazza and Grazia Zuffa for having co-presented and moderated the sem-

inar with me.

http://www.Pedagogika.it
http://www.nusablog.org
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form of non-recognition of older adults’ capability to exercise responsibility 

and free choice. Why would they have violated the rules and regulations that 

required them to stay indoors for their own safety and that of others? When 

in doubt, and in the absence of institutional, local-area strategies, etc., it is 

easier and safer to prescribe and proscribe. During the COVID emergency 

behaviours, rules, prohibitions were prescribed to elders, while many of their 

other behaviours, choices and freedoms were proscribed. This meant that 

the model of prescribed and proscribed old age also came to fore.

Alongside infantilisation, we witnessed the extreme medicalisation of old 

age, as discussed by Grazia Zuffa during the webinar.

We saw the elderly as struggling with the pandemic principally from the 

biological and medical points of view, almost completely overlooking the feelings 

of fear and anxiety that many of them were experiencing and attributing only 

marginal importance to the other facet of their suffering: loneliness.

What about their loneliness, possible sadness, melancholy, or 

depression? It was as though older people lacked an inner world and only 

consisted of deficient bodies.

We concerned ourselves exclusively—as Grazia Zuffa has reminded us—

with the ‘health of the body’ (Castiglioni, 2019) as though health had nothing 

to do with emotionality, affectivity, emotions, and sociality, especially in 

dramatic situations such as a public health emergency and in the case of 

people who were already experiencing forms of frailty, albeit that they were 

also endowed with resources and skills.

Undoubtedly, the health emergency that we experienced made the 

biological and medical dimensions of COVID more pressing in the short term; 

however, at least over the medium-long time, in my view, we are guilty of 

overlooking the emotional, social, and relational emergency that has affected 

all age groups, and not just the elderly. As Grazia Zuffa has emphasized, the 

question undoubtedly deserved to be raised and investigated as a critical 

issue, including with a view to possible future emergency situations. 

Added to this was the dimension of media communication during the 

emergency, which paradoxically generated much confusion, contradictory 
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information, disorientation, and ambivalence, along with genuine anxiety and 

fear during all the phases of the pandemic, including during the rollout of the 

vaccination campaign.

How can an elderly person be expected to feel when they are alone, 

confined to their homes, forced into a sort of social withdrawal, during which 

they are obliged to deal with the presentification of death? Let us not forget 

that many old people, who found themselves in this situation, for fear of dying 

alone, avoided going to hospital or arrived there too late. In this regard, Marina 

Piazza speaks of ‘a confrontation with death, without the right to mourning, 

in the absence of a collective dimension’ (Castiglioni, 2019).

Based on this dramatic experience, we should at least have learned that 

fragility, or institutional inadequacy, cannot be counteracted by imposing 

social isolation.

Furthermore, we need to acknowledge what happened in the nursing 

homes, where safe protocols for allowing family members to visit their elders 

were only introduced very late in the day. Here, we might say that old age was 

outright mortified. 

Grazia Zuffa has pointed out the contradictory approach to the elderly, 

who on the one hand were the main focus of attention, while on the other 

being experienced as a risk, given that they were more likely to be struck 

down by COVID, and therefore more contagious and, as such, to be forced into 

isolation.

Initially, this dynamic also gave rise to intergenerational conflict between 

old people and adolescents and/or young adults: a cynical form of mors tua, 

vita mea.

Thus, during the health emergency, the narrative of decrepit old age 

also dominated, in that the elderly were attributed almost exclusively with 

deficits, problems, and weaknesses. Older adults were seen as vulnerable by 

default, without considering that a certain amount of fragility—as Eugenio 

Borgna (2014) has pointed out, and as outlined above—can paradoxically also 

represent a resource.
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Theirs is a vital fragility that needs to engage physically present with 

others, alternating private and even solitary moments with moments of 

relational and social life.

Suddenly, during the pandemic, we went from the stereotype of 

overactive old age and elders as a resource for children, to old age as a state 

of utter lack. As though there were no third, more realistic approach to old age 

that integrates both aspects. That considers the individual elder’s personal 

traits and life history as well as external, contextual, social, and relational 

factors.

Marina Piazza has reminded us that the COVID health emergency made 

the need to ‘question old age’—or perhaps we should say the different 

narratives of old age—even more evident, especially with a view to informing 

the care and self-care of older adults. 

Aldo’s Story: ‘I will have been’. And other Stories…

Aldo’s story speaks of an old man who lives alone, who during the early 

stages of the COVID-19 emergency may have experienced loneliness, but 

who was able to protect himself by nourishing intimate memories and whose 

present had a future (Benasayag & Cohen, 2020), in terms of his motivation 

and desire (Stoppa, 2021) to re-establish meaningful contact with friends 

and life. Following Stoppa (2021), we might associate Aldo with the future 

perfect tense.

However, not all stories of older adults resemble that of Aldo, or that of 

well-known personalities, such as Professor Silvia Vegetti Finzi, as introduced 

in a newspaper feature by the journalist Giusi Fasano (2021, pp. 18–19). 

Silvia Vegetti Finzi says: 

Until recently it was a virtue and a proud symbol of privacy and self-

sufficiency to say, “I don’t know my next-door neighbours”. On the contrary, 

I believe that nowadays it is of more value than ever before for each and every 

one of us to know how to ask for and give help. I have become very good 

friends with my concierge, I am constantly in touch with a couple who are my 
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neighbours and who share their lunches with me. Early in the morning, we 

exchange photos of the dawn sky by e-mail […] It is not a welfare relationship, 

it is a give and take that goes beyond need, it is a new form of care. There 

comes a time in life when we need someone to need us (Fasano, 2021, p. 19).

The need of or desire for social contact, in times of COVID, permeates—

we may surmise—the stories of all older women and men. Of course, 

differences in background and current life circumstances, the extent to which 

an individual elder has previously cultivated their interests, their existing 

network of relationships also play a key role in shaping outcomes.

Loneliness or the experience of loneliness cannot be alleviated by medical 

concern exclusively focused on bodies that have been infected by, or need to 

be sheltered from, the virus.

This would be like asserting that the technical solution of distance 

learning has adequately catered for the emotional needs of adolescents and 

young adults.

Responding to the Key Challenges Both During and After COVID

We have seen very clearly how the public health emergency brought to the 

fore the gaps in our national health service, especially regarding the local 

area network which had already been undermined by a lack of investment, 

determining poor coordination between hospitals, general practitioners, 

health boards, and other local bodies/services.

Networking among the key services was also non-existent when it came 

to the frailties of stories of old age that were similar to one other but also 

different: as is the case at the other life stages too, all these stories reflect 

complexity and complex needs. Which require complex responses. In keeping 

with this perspective is the following extract from an interview with Dr. Luigi 

Cavana, Head of Oncohematology at Piacenza Hospital in Northern Italy 

during the second phase of the COVID-19 emergency.

In the Good News feature of Corriere della Sera [national daily newspaper] 

on 19 May 2020, during what continued to be the most demanding days of 
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the pandemic, Dr. Cavana chose to define himself as a ‘family doctor’, given 

that he had begun to also deliver medical care to his patients directly in their 

homes, including his cancer patients, whether or not they had acquired a 

coronavirus infection.

In the doctor’s own words: ‘The healthcare staff have given proof of 

themselves, proof of great humanity’ (Fasano, 2021, p. 7). In answer to the 

reporter’s question: ‘What did you find in the homes of the sick?’, the eminent 

physician replied: 

�Many elderly, lonely and frightened people. The welcome that they gave 

us was touching, they saw us as saviours […] They felt cared for, listened 

to. Many repeated to us: “However things work out, at least someone 

came”. For us, that already means a lot. It means everything […] (Fasano, 

2021, p. 7).

Continuing the conversation, the journalist asks: ‘Did you have any 

criteria for choosing where to intervene?’. The answer was:

�Wherever we were asked to help. Where people were loneliest. Some had 

just lost a husband, a brother, a child… We often found ourselves crying 

along with them. They knew nothing about the funeral arrangements, 

they had had no further news of a family member who had ended up in 

hospital (Fasano, 2021, p. 7).

Medical communication, while obviously indispensable, is not sufficient 

to contain acute emotional suffering and loneliness. Older adults need more 

sensitive attention, a delicate and kind word or two from their healthcare 

practitioners.

In this regard, Professor Claudio Mencacci, president of the Italian Society 

of Neuropsychopharmacology, told the journalist Giusi Fasano that:
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�‘Loneliness hurts’. Indeed. More than loneliness, Mencacci spoke of 

‘feeling alone’ which is ‘a factor capable of worsening the outcomes of 

all forms of disease: physical, mental, and cognitive. Having that feeling 

exacerbates disability and fragility’—he observed—’and it is such an 

important issue that the British made it a political matter and a couple 

of years ago they set up a ministry of loneliness’. Mencacci went on to 

comment that: ‘Medicine cannot ignore and must address this feeling of 

loneliness’ and ‘while on the one hand this traumatic experience has seen 

the elderly suffer the most serious consequences, on the other it has 

shown us once more that they have an extraordinary spirit of resilience 

(Fasano, 2021, pp. 18–19).

Going forward, we must place our hope in the plan for reforming local 

healthcare that the Draghi government is currently drafting, which will be 

financed using €7bn from the Recovery Fund, and which provides for the 

setting up of community health care centres, community hospitals, and an 

operations centre, as well as a revisiting of the figure and role of the general 

practitioner (Gabanelli & Ravizza, 2021, p. 17). This reform, with its emphasis 

on what we might term proximity healthcare, in terms of intervening as 

a healthcare network, reinforcing cooperation among practitioners from 

different organizations, giving nurses greater autonomy and expanding their 

skill set, to mention only a few aspects, will demand a corresponding revisiting 

of the basic training provided to doctors and other healthcare professionals in 

order to legitimise the complementarity of medical-scientific and humanistic 

knowledge.
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Chapter 12

Aurora Coelho & Cláudio Garcia

Effects of the pandemic on the Roma  
community of Cerro do Bruxo

Introduction

In 2020, COVID-19 was declared a Public Health Emergency of International 

Concern by the World Health Organization, an outbreak with the highest 

level of alert, having been classified as a pandemic on March 11 of the same 

year. In March 2020, life as people knew changed radically. Most people were 

confined to their homes, which implied significant changes for most of the 

population. Vulnerable groups became more isolated, as is the case of part 

of the Roma community. This investigation intends to study the effects of 

the pandemic on the Roma community of Cerro do Bruxo, in Faro. Due to 

our experience with vulnerable populations and observing their day-by-

day difficulties, we intend to critically analyse a group of people who were 

already isolated and discriminated against before COVID-19 and study how 

the pandemic has further worsened this situation.

During the 2020 confinement, the Lusco-Fusco project—funded through 

the Programa Escolhas of the public institute Alto Comissariado para as 

Migrações (ACM)—continued working in the field, despite being strongly 
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recommended not to, in order to respond to the new urgent needs of the 

population. While the ACM intervenes in the execution of public policies on 

migration, the Programa Escolhas has the specific mission of promoting 

the social integration of children and adolescents from socioeconomic 

vulnerability. The main objective of the Lusco-Fusco project is to contribute 

to the inclusion of Roma communities in the municipality of Faro, as well 

as reducing school absenteeism and promoting educational success, civic 

participation, active citizenship, intercultural dialogue, and mutual acceptance 

between Roma and non-Roma.

The number of Roma people in Portugal is not certain; it is estimated that 

there are between 40,000 and 60,000 (ACIDI, 2011). The district of Faro has 

the fifth largest concentration of Roma population in Portugal (2614). The 

ENCC (ACM, 2016) points out that the municipality of Faro is in the national 

top 10, with 599 Roma residing in the municipality. The district of Faro is 

immediately behind Lisbon and Porto in the number of Roma residents. 

Unlike Lisbon, however, where about 94% of Roma people live in apartments 

or houses, the Faro region has 68% of this population living in shacks, 

rudimentary housing, and overall makeshift dwellings, according to data from 

the National Study on Roma Communities. Regarding the types of housing, 

the district of Faro stands out for the high percentage of situations of illegal 

occupation (ca. 16.79%, according to ENCC), with poor living conditions—such 

as tents, containers, or vans a total of 599 people (Mendes et al., 2014).

In particular, the Lusco-Fusco participants are children and adolescents 

of Roma ethnicity, aged between 6 and 18, and their families, residing in the 

intervention area of ​​the Agrupamento de Escolas (School District) Pinheiro 

e Rosa, with a special focus on the communities/camps of Cerro do Bruxo, 

Lejana, Sítio do Escuro, and Falfosa. They mainly correspond to the intervention 

areas of Escola Básica (Middle School) da Lejana and Escola Básica (Middle 

School) de Santa Bárbara de Nexe, considered a priority by the consortium, 

taking into consideration the high number of Roma children at risk.

With the urgency of understanding what needed to be done, social 

educators of Lusco-Fusco experienced a new professional and personal 
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reality. This is reflected in the collected accounts and the implications 

that these had on the Roma community of Cerro do Bruxo, as well as the 

changes that the social intervention project ‘Lusco-Fusco’ experienced in 

its intervention in the field. For this purpose, 37 questionnaire surveys were 

applied, distributed between adults, school-age children, and adolescents. 

Document analysis was also used, with the documentary information taking 

several forms, such as activity reports (Yin, 2001), as was the case of this 

article with the use of the ‘Project Lusco-Fusco Interim Activity Report’.

Methodology

The questionnaire surveys aimed to describe the population and verify 

their perceptions regarding the pandemic in general, regarding the 2020 

confinement, and then compare the data with the 2021 confinement period. 

Because data was collected from many respondents, this methodology 

is the most suitable, also for later processing of data and presenting their 

results (Quivy & Campenhoudt, 1998). Another reason for the choice of this 

methodology is due to the unfeasibility to directly observe the entire period of 

confinement. Thus, the response to the surveys provides the most accurate 

depiction of the experiences endured by the respondents (Dias, 1994), which 

is later corroborated with the Lusco-Fusco project.

Regarding the criteria for inclusion of participants, we took into 

consideration several factors. First, there was an attempt at gender balance. 

Second, we tried to involve as many diverse families as possible. In adults, 

more female individuals were surveyed, because mothers are mostly 

caregivers and responsible for the education of their children. During the 

pandemic, they were the ones who mostly resolved the daily problems and 

contacted the Lusco-Fusco project whenever in need of assistance.

As stated above, questionnaires were given to groups divided into 

adults, children, and adolescents. The adults, including 12 females and 5 

males between the ages of 25 and 35, were surveyed to assess the living 

conditions of this population and the perceptions regarding the changes 
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that the confinement brought to their lives. As for school-age children and 

adolescents (8 females and 12 males between the ages 8 and 12), these 

questionnaires were given to understand what they endured, considering 

they went through two confinements and varied experiences in educational 

access. 

The Cerro do Bruxo is, so far, the largest Roma community in the 

municipality of Faro. The latest data from Faro Social Charter (2014–2022) 

indicated 143 individuals residing in a total of 35 households, which represents 

outdated information. During the project, we found more than 200 individuals 

distributed between 40 households; the questionnaires involved members 

of 24 households, of which 17 adults and 20 children/adolescents were 

surveyed.

Housing Conditions

Regarding housing conditions, according to the National Study on Roma 

Communities in Mendes (Magano & Candeias, 2014), Faro has one of the 

highest percentages of illegal occupation in the country, corresponding to 

4.9%. The largest surveyed population lives in shacks or rudimentary houses 

(68%). In the case of Cerro do Bruxo, the members of the households all live 

in rudimentary houses, with no legal registration. It is estimated that there 

are more than 30 houses of this kind, and some families have been in these 

living arrangements for over 20 years illegally. In the applied surveys, we can 

better understand the characteristics of the population and the precarious 

situation in which all families live. 

Even though in recent years Faro has had several social policy programs—

such as Local Development Contracts, the Programa Escolhas (within which 

Lusco-Fusco is included), Social Insertion Income, and Integrated Response 

Program, among others (Rede Social, 2014–2022)—this population still lives 

in very vulnerable conditions.
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Figure 1 – Housing Conditions

The lack of housing conditions is visible in Figure 1, where we highlight 

that 13 individuals do not have electricity and 14 do not have running water 

inside their homes. Only 7 adults have access to a waterspout outside 

(there are only 3 waterspouts in the entire camp). Correlated with the lack 

of housing conditions is a lack of digital and technological access, as well as 

overall means of communication. On the one hand, the lack of electricity 

highly limits, for instance, access to the internet; on the other, low levels of 

education (data that will be presented later in chapter) also limit the handling 

of equipment. Even those who have access to a telephone mentioned the 

difficulty in making appointments, stating that ‘it was not possible to access 

the services’, ‘they had to call and did not understand what people were 

saying’, or ‘the phone was rarely answered for appointments’. 
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Income

The sources of family income are also insufficient, with most people having 

access to the Social Insertion Income (RSI — Rendimento Social de Inserção) 

(Figure 2).

 

Figure 2 – Sources of Income

About Roma children and adolescents, according to data from the General 

Board for Education and Science Statistics (DGEEC in 2017), out of the 816 

children and adolescents in the Algarve region, 701 were assigned a grade at 

school (680 grade A, 21 grade B).

The most vulnerable groups of people in societies in general are the 

elderly, the unemployed, and minorities. As a Roma community, the 

population studied in this chapter, falls within the latter group. Although 

the Roma have been in Portugal for more than 500 years, they were and 

continue to be the target of discrimination, racism, and social inequality 
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(Magano, 2010). Roma still remains a group not recognized by the majority 

of Portuguese society: they are not acknowledged as either a national or 

an ethnic minority, while most of them are national citizens not granted 

with as many rights, guarantees, or specific protections (Taylor, 1988). In 

Europe, particularly in Portugal, members of the Roma community have been 

prevented from asserting themselves as citizens, often being confined to a 

marginalized status and kept away from public space (Mendes & Magano, 

2013). Social inequalities persist, expressed in high levels of poverty, low 

levels of education, poor living conditions, difficulties in accessing the labour 

market, uncertainty of income and, sometimes, dependence on social 

benefits (Magano & Mendes, 2016).

Qualifications

Figure 3 – Qualifications per School Year/Grade

In Cerro do Bruxo, in terms of academic qualifications, only 35% of the 

respondents have completed the First Cycle (i.e., Primary School; Figure 3), 
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and no individuals reported education beyond that level. The same percentage 

(35%) applies also to individuals without any schooling. According to Bourdieu 

(1998), people of social classes with lower levels of education have high birth 

rates. Low levels of education tend to be correlated with the average number 

of children families have, as demonstrated in Figure 4.

Figure 4 – Number of Children

In the analysed population sample, 8 of the 17 respondents have 4 

children and 5 of them have 5 children, that is, 76% have 4 or more children 

(Figure 4). It is to be noted that 76% of them only know how to write their 

own first name. Out of these, only one individual knows how to write their full 

name (Figure 6 and 7). About children and adolescents, there were 12 males 

and 8 females. Although the ages are between 9 and 17 years old—an average 

of 12 years old (Figure 5)—, 13 of these 20 individuals do not know how to 

read or write, and they only know their first name.
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Figure 5 – Children’s Ages

Figure 6 – Reading and Writing Skills
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Figure 7 – Reading and Writing

Still regarding children and adolescents, despite their age, most of them 

attend the First Cycle (Figure 8)—1 child attends the 2nd grade/year, 5 the 3rd 

grade/year, and another 5 the 4th grade/year. In the Second Cycle (Middle 

School), 4 adolescents are in the 5th grade and 4 are in the 6th grade. Lastly, 

we recorded 1 adolescent in High School, in the 10th grade. This sample 

represents the reality of Cerro do Bruxo, where most of the time children 

attending Primary School fail twice, and later complete it with or without 

the proper knowledge and skills. When they reach Middle School, whenever 

they have not previously acquired the needed skills, they end up being 

held back until they are transferred to alternative routes. Many drop out of 

school early because they want to work or get married. According to recent 

Portuguese law (Law No. 85/2009), education is compulsory until the age 

of 18 years old, or one must complete the 12th grade. Whenever students 

start to miss classes, run away from school, or drop out entirely, the CPCJ 

(Comissão de Proteção de Crianças e Jovens) is triggered, followed by Court 

action. As these processes are considerably lengthy, children often age out 

of these requirements, do not return to school, and there are no further 
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consequences apart from social exclusion and the lack of educational 

qualifications. According to Magano, Gomes and Mendes (2016), the highest 

rates of illiteracy among Roma people continue to be found in Portugal, along 

with early dropout rates (often without finishing the First Cycle), despite 

Portuguese educational policies, namely the above-mentioned compulsory 

education.

Access to Education, Public Services, and Health

Specifically in the Algarve, according to the DGEEC Study (2018) on the 

‘School Profile of the Roma Community’, only 7 adolescents of Roma 

ethnicity attended High School, while 809 attended Primary School. At the 

national level, the numbers are quite indicative, as 10,762 Roma children and 

adolescents attended basic education (Primary and Middle School), while 

only 256 attended High School. More specifically, in Faro, 809 children and 

adolescents enrolled in basic education and 7 in High School in the 2016/2017 

academic year. Out of these, only 462 children and adolescents in basic 

education, and 2 in High School, advanced to the next grade.

Figure 8 – School Year Attendance
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Socially, according to Costa (2020), the most vulnerable and most 

disadvantaged people are becoming increasingly more vulnerable and 

disadvantaged than before. The worsening of social inequalities around the 

world is evident, and Portugal is no exception. Several age groups within 

the Portuguese society were and still are affected by the pandemic, among 

them school-age children and adolescents. Costa (2020) states that these 

generations are at a disadvantage compared to previous generations due 

to the pandemic, with the aggravating factor of being physically distant 

from their peers and from the social spaces that the school provides. These 

inequalities are accentuated since the educational and economic resources 

are disparate and of limited access. Therefore, ‘the social inequalities of future 

opportunities between them became even deeper’ (Costa, p. 8).

All gathered data lead us to the main issues pointed out in the 

questionnaires in terms of the pandemic in general, and the ensuing 

confinement in particular, with statements issued by the Roma population 

such as ‘services asked me to call or email and I don’t know how to nor have 

the means to do so’, and ‘I didn’t understand anything they were saying’. 

The project Lusco-Fusco (2020) served as support to the community 

by facilitating the communication with different services (through phone 

calls and emails), assisting in decoding the information they were hearing 

and on how they should proceed afterwards, helping in accessing face-to-

face services, ‘speeding up food support, and above all, support[ing] and 

[providing] information in order to have greater inclusion’ (p. 4). Meanwhile, 

the Lusco-Fusco project was attempting to solve the problem of access to 

services that required appointments. An example of this was when children 

and adolescents were required to enrol in school, and families had to provide 

Social Security and financial documents. More than 50 Revenue Service 

(IRS) passwords were requested, the documents were entirely processed 

online, and more than 40 in-person appointments were scheduled through 

Social Security. The latter were booked by phone, and for each call they took 

about 20 minutes to answer and would only allow scheduling a total of 3 

appointments per phone call.
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For issues such as access to health services, people were referred to go 

to Olhão, which is 10km away from Cerro do Bruxo. Other issues pertain to 

difficulties in the access to information and digital media, access to technologies, 

and public and private services, which were analysed both from the eyes of the 

community of the Cerro do Bruxo and from the perspective of the technicians 

of the Lusco-Fusco project. Lastly, one of the most important premises was 

access to education. As one of the objectives of the Lusco-Fusco project is to 

‘contribute to the reduction of school absenteeism and the promotion of school 

success for children and adolescents in the Roma Community’, we wanted to 

know how the confinement experience affected and changed the school life of 

children, adolescents, and guardians in this area. 

As stated by Costa, ‘this pandemic has not found educational systems 

“free of inequalities”’ (Costa, p. 46). According to Martins (2020), the months 

of March and April of 2020 were marked by the physical closing of schools all 

over the world. In some countries, there was a complete closure and in others 

it was partial. One of the areas significantly affected by the pandemic was the 

educational experience in general, and the education system and schools in 

particular. The closing of schools was one of these most visible effects. All 

over the country, schools ‘reacted very differently to the re-establishment 

of contact with their students’ (Martins, 2020, p. 39). After the closure of 

schools, one of the measures taken in Portugal was to continue with the 

school year in an online format.

In Social Education, it is often considered that the school itself is a tool to 

counter and reverse social inequalities. However, the pandemic has shaken 

this premise, ‘increasing its impacts on the educational system and the 

clarification and deepening of inequalities in a critical way’ (Martins, 2020, p. 

47). Inequalities, such as access to new technologies, greatly differ between 

families. In the most disadvantaged classes in general, and specifically in the 

Cerro do Bruxo community, children and adolescents barely have access to 

the internet, tablets, computers, or no access at all (Formiga, 2021). Regarding 

the confinement periods and access to school through online learning, this 

community endured two different experiences.
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Small-scale Solutions in a Large-scale Pandemic

The first confinement period started in March 2020 and lasted until the end of the 

school period of that same year. Society in general lived a very different reality 

that changed abruptly, particularly in Cerro do Bruxo, where the consequences of 

confinement were experienced intensely. Adults were faced with many changes, 

due to the closure of most services and businesses. This particular community 

was already socially isolated and became even more so: institutions were not 

accessible in person, and those who survived by begging stopped being able to 

do so. Children also greatly suffered from these changes. Specifically in relation 

to the school, as previously analysed, the learning experience transitioned to an 

online format when schools closed. Of the children and adolescents surveyed, 

none had a computer or internet access; therefore, such a solution excluded 

many of them from their educational journey. Although the adults acknowledge 

that the online solution was good, they stated that it was ‘difficult for those who 

did not have a computer’. Most of the children mentioned that ‘the works were 

delivered by Lusco-Fusco on paper’. The Lusco-Fusco project (2020), contrary 

to the government indications, did not abandon the field work, and such efforts 

turned out to be an efficient response to the issues presented. Teachers began 

to communicate with the parents through the Lusco-Fusco project due to the 

lack of means of communication, sending homework and constant feedback 

on a weekly basis. The project went from field interventions with First Cycle 

children in Cerro do Bruxo and Falfosa (about 35 children and adolescents, 20 

guardians, and 15 teachers), to interventions in Cerro do Bruxo, Falfosa, Cerro 

do Guilhim, Estoi, and several isolated households near these locations. There 

were children and adolescents from preschool to high school education (96 

children and adolescents, 57 guardians, and 51 teachers). Particularly in Cerro 

do Bruxo, teachers sent us homework on a weekly basis, after which we printed 

them at schools, divided them by folder per each child, delivered the assigned 

homework and collected those from the previous week, scanned the completed 

assignments, and sent them back to the teachers for grading and feedback 

(Lusco-Fusco, 2020). This solution was seen by the community in different 
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ways: some considered it an easy alternative to the problem of isolation and 

lack of access to online resources, while others did not find it to be optimal. All 

questioned individuals reported that they preferred to take classes at school, 

as 5 of the respondents did not have family members to help them, and the 

remaining ones had family members with very low qualifications (Figure 3).

Figure 9 – Schoolwork Support

As for support with the at-home assignments, there were different 

responses provided.  Some of the respondents had help from several family 

members (Figure 9), despite the latter’s low qualifications. It should be noted 

that 5 of the respondents did not have any kind of help in their study, while 

the majority (6) received help from their father, 4 from their sister or aunt, 2 

from their mother, and there is also a reference to their sister-in-law, as well 

as the assistance of Lusco-Fusco technicians.

Another response from the national government was teleschool (DGE, 

2020), where a schedule was made available for each academic level with 
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different subjects for students to watch and have classes via television. 

Regarding this option, the children and adolescents of Cerro do Bruxo 

mentioned the following: ‘… I have a TV, but I don’t have electricity, only a 

generator, which cannot always be on’. Others stated: ‘… I didn’t understand…’, 

while others mentioned that ‘… I didn’t know there were classes on TV’, that 

is, this was not a viable answer for this community either.

In the second confinement period, from January to March 2021, the 

Portuguese State provided the same response of online education and 

teleschool, but this time distributing computer equipment to all students of the 

1st grade (Resolução do Conselho de Ministros No. 8-B/2021). Despite this effort, 

the State seemed to forget that some problems prevailed: illiteracy of parents 

(for schoolwork support), language barriers, lack of electricity to charge the 

computers, precarious housing conditions that do not allow a child to study alone 

(such as one-room tents with entire families), among other constraints. Thus, the 

difficulties pointed out by the community were the following: ‘I could not connect 

to classes’ (that is, several difficulties in online access, due to lack of technological 

understanding), or ‘I did not understand what was being said’ (due to housing 

space not being compatible with classes), or there were ‘problems with the 

password’ and ‘it broke down’ (meaning a series of equipment malfunctions). 

The Lusco-Fusco project at this time was at a standstill, working at a distance 

and, whenever possible, contacting the population. Once more, it felt that there 

was an attempt to homogenize a solution for a heterogeneous population with 

clear discrepancies and inequalities to the detriment of the more disadvantaged 

groups of Portuguese society, namely, the Roma.

Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic caught the entire community off guard, from the private 

sector to the public. One of the difficulties of this study, when applying the 

questionnaires, was to locate the participants in time for these surveys, given 

that there were two lockdowns, and the limited access to public services. Another 

difficulty of this topic is related to the limited scientific research carried out in 
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Portugal, with little up-to-date literature, studies, and research on this subject.

In Portugal, the first response to the pandemic was to send people to 

their homes, with a mandatory curfew, closing public and private services 

to the public, and providing ‘virtual’ responses to the general population. 

Despite quick responses from the State on how society should act in such 

an emergency, there were clearly shortcomings in these approaches. 

Unfortunately, a portion of the society was partly neglected and not included 

in such solutions. Specifically in the case of Cerro do Bruxo, the disadvantaged 

community discussed in this chapter were faced with even more difficulties 

than those they had before the pandemic. Although several programs have 

involved the Roma community over the years, there is still the need for 

considerable support. On the one hand, children, and adolescents—who 

already had prior difficulties at school—at first found themselves alienated, 

not having access to digital solutions or the conditions to use them. Later, 

they were given a computer but experienced several difficulties in keeping 

up with their colleagues and the schoolwork. On the other hand, adults 

found themselves with children and adolescents at home, most of them 

without having attended school and unable to help their children with their 

schoolwork. In addition, there were more mouths to feed daily, without the 

possibility of solutions such as school lunch, and with limitations in access 

to other necessary goods and services. The pandemic has exacerbated the 

inequalities between the general community and the Roma community in 

particular. The responses of the government and society in general were 

often homogenous, becoming non-inclusive for the most vulnerable portion 

of the society who had little to no access to digital media and information, 

and who were either illiterate or poorly literate. Access to healthcare, food, 

and education was seriously affected in this community, and there were no 

sufficient responses to support this group. The Lusco-Fusco project provided 

some assistance, but the pandemic demonstrated that vulnerable groups 

are among the most affected in a national emergency.
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Working in a local community without community: 
Reinventing community work  
in an Alpine valley during a pandemic

Introduction

Terres Monviso Incl is a European cross-border cooperation programme 

developed in both Italian and French mountain valleys and marginal areas 

around the Monviso massif. This programme aims to promote preventive 

health and community development by facilitating and supporting the 

activation of both formal and informal social networks, which can manage 

fragilities and enhance the resources already available in the community. 

The main beneficiaries of the project are all people with fragilities, including 

individuals suffering from chronic diseases and elderly people living in isolation 

due to environmental conditions. As a result, the beneficiaries are already 

covered by social and/or health services. The programme is administered 

by a multidisciplinary team of community nurses, social workers, educators, 

and social-health workers. The group’s work manages both individual and 

collective care activities. The professionals’ deep involvement in this project 

is proved by how the guiding research questions have been outlined: in fact, 
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training needs arose directly from them, thanks to the ongoing dialogue 

between the university and the local organisations.

The methodology chosen for the present participatory action 

research (PAR) is the critical incident technique (CIT) (Flanagan, 1954). This 

technique is identified as an effective tool in promoting reflectivity, since it 

proposes moments of reflection both individually—through the narration 

of critical events that occurred during the development of the project—and 

collectively—through some instances of group discussion. This methodology 

guides professionals in their research of resources and practical solutions 

to apply as a working team to improve the quality and effectiveness of their 

work. 

In the first part of the chapter, we introduce the Terres Monviso Incl project 

and its challenges. Then, we present the multidisciplinary team involved 

in the training and analyse the main questions guiding the research. In the 

subsequent section, we define the methodological elements underlying the 

study. Finally, we outline the results that were achieved and utilize them to 

draw up some recommendations for professionals, collected through this 

experience.

The Context of the Research

On the Italian side, Terres Monviso Incl seeks to improve an integrated 

social-health care model. Two strategies to achieve this goal are proposed. 

The first strategy oversees the start-up of individualised projects from 

a multidisciplinary perspective, involving the engagement of various 

professionals with different skills. Where it innovates is in its use of tools, 

such as telemedicine, to implement home care and in its creation of 

regional reception and proximity offices, to prevent vulnerable people from 

institutionalisation. The second strategy concerns community social work. 

The International Association for Community Development (IACD) defines 

community development as:
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�a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes 

participative democracy, sustainable development, rights, economic 

opportunities, equality and social justice, through the organisation, 

education and empowerment of people within their communities, 

whether these be of locality, identity or interest, in urban and rural 

settings10. 

Accordingly, community development is a political and social approach as 

well as an educational practice and a work style, which based on collaboration, 

support networks, and the recognition and activation of resources that are 

helpful to both individuals and communities. 

The regions chosen for Terres Monviso Incl have a history of investment 

in local community development, thanks to other projects (such as #Com.

Viso, which was part of the previous ALCOTRA programme). The projects 

share the aim of improving multidisciplinary community work and the will 

to revitalise marginalised territories, using storytelling and social animation 

as tools to share their inhabitants’ stories. As will be shown, the biggest 

challenge of Terres Monviso Incl is to keep the two strategies—the social and 

health integrated system and the community development—in sync, through 

an ongoing dialogue.

The proposed project actions are fully consistent with some recent 

national and international political policies and guidelines, such as the 

European 2020 Strategy (Next Generation EU) and the National Strategy 

for ‘Inner Areas’ (SNAI). Moreover, good health and well-being, reduced 

inequality, sustainable communities, strong institutions, and partnership 

are five goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which was 

adopted by all United Nation Member States in 2015. 

In the following subsections, we explore the three ‘souls’ of Terres 

Monviso Incl.

10	 https://www.iacdglobal.org/about/

https://www.iacdglobal.org/about/
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Territory and Local Communities

‘Territory’ and ‘community’ are two closely connected concepts. Indeed, the 

land is the primary common resource for its inhabitants, and the community 

is able to create and animate places. However, modernity has greatly changed 

the relationship between the two and the meaning that each term can take. 

In terms of ‘territory’, in contrast to the past, nowadays ‘space’ and ‘place’ 

express different things. The weakening of relationships, the increase of 

loneliness, the advent of a new digital dimension of space, the consequent 

possibility of being connected despite physical absence (Giddens, 1994), and 

the phenomena of depopulation and marginalisation of certain geographical 

areas lead to the emptying of places, transforming them into just spaces. 

The loss of places—relational, historical, and concerned with identity (Augé, 

1995)—can only be contained by vitalising actions by people (Cerosimo & 

Donzelli, 2020). Therefore, it is essential to promote experiences of proximity 

and sharing, to enhance the feeling of belonging. 

This is the case with Terres Monviso Incl, which acts in a complex territory 

which is characterised by small centres and many isolated areas (Zamengo, 

2019). Despite this, in recent years—especially after the pandemic—have 

seen a progressive return of inhabitants to the inner areas, and there are 

some good experiences of economic and social innovation in start-ups. 

Thus, it is even more important that we look for policies, methods, and tools 

to support the regeneration of fragile lands, starting with listening to and 

helping the local population (Cerosimo & Donzelli, 2020).

Care for Aged and Vulnerable People

The beneficiaries of the project are seniors living alone in isolation and 

vulnerable people suffering from chronic disorders. To outline the logic of 

policies along with both social and medical intervention, it is important 

to contemplate the theme of ageing. As is already known, age is a social 

construct: according to Peter Laslett (1992), age is connected to the notion 
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of identity and to the concept of time, since it is part of the circle of life. The 

loss of individual autonomy and one’s status and role in the community, due 

to retirement, can result in the loss of identity. In addition, biological age may 

be very different from recognised or perceived age, which can also be due 

to chronic disease. For these reasons, seniority is a public policy issue. This 

thesis was reinforced by the experience of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

To increase wellness and avoid institutionalisation, we must redesign 

territories and services to promote and sustain an intergenerational and 

integrated ageing culture. Pursuing the capability approach (Sen, 2000; 

Nussbaum, 2002) and following the guidelines recommended by the World 

Health Organisation entails creating ‘age-friendly cities’ and territories; these 

‘encourages active ageing by optimising opportunities for health, participation 

and security in order to enhance quality of life as people age’ (Ronzi et al., 2020) 

and adapt their services to be accessible to and inclusive of vulnerable people 

with varying needs and capacities. To this end, the World Health Organisation 

recommends the implementation of certain strategies and pedagogical 

perspectives, such as social inclusion and participation, housing and home 

care, community health services, accessible transportation, outdoors spaces 

and places of socialisation, communication, and information.

Social and Health Integration

In the Italian system, social and medical arrangements are unconnected. 

Through the years, and especially following the COVID-19 pandemic, 

experiences have shown that this model is not effective. Politics must find 

a balance between the two, starting from a common language. Although 

this is the main need, it is also essential to establish a movement from the 

inside, which means starting from the ‘invisible’, as social workers often 

are (Canevaro, 2021). They are asked to change their perspective from an 

individual service logic to a network service logic; however, as a result of 

lower economic resources being linked to higher rates of fragilities, social 

workers are overloaded. Here, the community can help, as suggested by the 
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case of Roseto: in the late 19th century, this small town in the United States 

demonstrated that the presence of strong social bonds had an extremely 

positive impact in reducing the incidence of cardiovascular diseases (Lemma, 

2019). The goal is to find a new planning setup which allows the social and 

medical systems to communicate, as well as the formal and informal networks 

to work together, without falling into the trap of delegating health promotion 

entirely to the community (Folgheraiter, 2016). 

Target Group and Research Questions

The Terres Monviso Incl multidisciplinary team is composed of two groups. 

The first group, ‘Gipic’, comprises ‘integrated take-over units’. The number 

of Gipic groups is equal to the number of the valleys involved in the project. 

In each group, family doctors, social workers, social-health workers, 

community nurses, and educators organise home care. The second group, 

called the ‘animation team’ and composed of educators and social-health 

professionals, handles the community work, and promotes social activities. 

The two units are not separated, as one of the project’s goals is to integrate 

the groups while each one maintains its specific role more deeply. In everyday 

practice, the animation team attends Gipic’s meetings; thus, plans are made 

together. It is this point in the process that contains the greatest difficulty for 

the professionals, as we describe more in detail later. 

This PAR study focuses primarily on the animation team: the group 

is composed of two educators, two social and health workers, and a 

pedagogical coordinator. The whole team was previously involved in other 

community development projects in the mountain areas; consequently, the 

professionals have both individually and collectively developed competences 

that are significant to the research.

As it happens, the beginning of the Terres Monviso Incl project coincided 

with the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. Unfortunately, the impact 

of COVID-19 has brought into crisis all aspects of the project we have 

outlined here. In particular, the animation group found itself (at least in the 
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first period) unable to work with the community, which was a very tough 

moment for them. Thanks to the strong partnership between the university 

and the social services consortium to which the professionals belonged, 

these difficulties were quickly considered. Thus began the work to plan the 

formation moments together. 

The main questions that the professionals faced at the beginning of our 

research concern their experience during the COVID-19 pandemic: How did 

the animation team reimagine its job? Which skills did the professionals 

develop? 

As will be explained in the results section, by starting from these questions, 

the meta-analysis during the PAR led the animation team to wonder about its 

role within the project and in relation to the Gipic group. The complexity of both 

the programme and the COVID-19 pandemic threw into question the role of 

each professional and the direction of the whole animation team. 

To address the research questions while also allowing other issues 

to come up, the methodology taken in this study was the critical incident 

technique (CIT) (Flanagan, 1954). It is a reflective practice that is both 

individual and collective, in which participants are directed to seek solutions 

and share strategies to learn from the (albeit difficult) past and innovate their 

practice. Moreover, the development of community workers’ reflexivity 

renews and raises individual and collective skills and enhances the group 

atmosphere (Farnese & Fida, 2012).

The Methodology: Using Critical Incident Technique to Increase 
Reflexivity

In line with modernity, professional training today is a complex practice. Over 

the last few decades, a paradigm shift took place in the field of education: 

traditional methods and strong technical rationality give way to lifelong 

learning, evidence-based education, reflexive rationality, autonomy, and 

creativity in professionals (Tomassini, 2008). To engage in training, therefore, 

means first starting from professionals’ needs and motivations—the two 
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elements underlying any lasting change (Costa & Gianecchini, 2019). In addition, 

training must address certain skills. Soft skills (Goleman, 1995; Goleman et al., 

2000) play a key role in social work; nevertheless, emotional and behavioural 

competencies are more difficult to teach and learn than hard skills. 

To respond to this complexity, the current PAR proposes improving 

reflexivity in professionals, using the CIT as a tool to generate awareness and 

change.  

Training by Developing Reflexivity

Schön proposes overcoming technical rationality and replacing it with 

practical rationality, which means enhancing professionals’ reflective skills 

to analyse their experience and learn lessons to be used in daily practice. It 

is thus a matter of developing a creative attitude of reflection throughout 

the action. Consequently, professionals become ‘reflective practitioners’ 

(Schön, 1983) and reflection becomes reflexivity, able to interrupt routines 

and enhance reflective empowerment in professionals (Tomassini, 2014). 

To this end, Ripamonti uses the concept of ‘reframing’—or the capacity 

of continuously reading and re-signifying reality—in order to increase 

professionals’ awareness (Ripamonti, 2018). In this ongoing dialogue, theory 

keeps its validity but abandons its traditional inflexibility: instead, it becomes 

dynamic and can be contextualised in reality each time (Thompson, 2016).

In a step beyond the individual perspective, training a team by promoting 

reflectivity enables members to recognise and enhance different points of 

view and, consequently, provides analytical skills as well as the resources for 

shared solutions. Moreover, adopting reflexivity as the practice with which 

to train groups enables the development of sense-making through the 

improvement of common patterns of thought (Farnese & Fida, 2012).

Finally, an important issue to consider while planning a reflexivity-

focused training is that professionals must be willing to get involved, to open 

up to others and offer their own narration, as well as to engage in an active 

listening attitude, adopting complexity as their gaze. 
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The Critical Incident Technique

In 1954, the American psychologist John Flanagan first described the critical 

incident technique in the American Psychological Bulletin. He had experimented 

with the tool a few years earlier, when in 1941 he was commissioned by the 

American Air Forces to lead a programme aimed at improving pilot selection 

procedures. He decided to interview veterans of missions, asking them to 

narrate and analyse meaningful incidents concerning officers’ behaviour which 

they directly observed during war actions. The several thousand incidents 

were grouped according to the similarity principle into categories, called ‘critical 

requirements’. In this way, it was possible to highlight the requirements for 

wartime leadership and the events that could affect the effectiveness of 

mission acts. Flanagan called these requirements ‘critical incidents’ (Flanagan, 

1954). At the end of World War II, the technique was formally acknowledged. 

Currently, it takes an analytic, inductive, and qualitative approach, and it is 

mainly used in research to implement reflexivity in training processes. 

The CIT was chosen for this study because it represents the connection 

between individual and collective reflexive practices. The process is organised 

around two key moments. In the first key moment, each professional must 

identify a critical incident experienced during their daily practice; thus, an 

initial personal reflection occurs in the choice of the critical incident (Nuzzaci, 

2017). The storytelling can use different tools; for this study, we chose to 

assign a diary, to allow for freedom of expression. Negative events will 

likely emerge, but it is important for the researcher to state that the fact 

does not necessarily have to be destructive or dramatic. It is a particularly 

important event, as perceived by the narrator. In the second key moment, 

the team works together; through sharing their narrations and searching for 

agreement, the objective of the group discussion is the identification of a 

unique critical incident to work on. The researcher then leads the group in a 

brief analysis of the causes and in the research of strategies to enhance the 

quality of the work. The experience for the group is deep: from the critical 

incidents arise reflective dilemmas, which demand that professionals face 
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great challenges related to change. 

The common thread connecting the two moments is represented by the 

storytelling. The second moment also takes on a meta-narration value, which 

allows professionals to reflect in depth on their experience, thus generating 

collective learning.

The methodology is interesting because it highlights different aspects, 

such as emotional and ethical elements, and allows the questioning of the 

relational dynamic of the team, which is often ‘frozen’ by daily routine. 

Planning the Participatory Action Research 

The PAR took place between October 2021 and May 2022 and involved the 

animation team (consisting of two educators, two social-health workers, and a 

pedagogical coordinator). The research was organised into five moments, in line 

with Flanagan’s directions. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the first moment 

was held online and consisted of individual reflection, obtained through in-depth 

interviews. During the interviews, each practitioner was asked to identify and 

explain the aim of the project and to present their role and main actions. Once 

the interviews were over, the second moment took place in the professionals’ 

office and was focused on team building, using creative and narrative activities 

to create a productive group atmosphere, to facilitate mutual observation and 

listening, and to introduce storytelling and reflective practice. At the end of the 

meeting, the researcher introduced the methodology, and the professionals 

were given the task of writing the CIT diary (the third moment). The CIT diaries 

were anonymously sent to the researcher, and the fourth moment consisted of 

reorganising them into categories, according to the principles of content and time 

similarity. The critical incidents were not interpreted, thereby enabling shared 

reflection in the following meetings. Finally, two more meetings took place in the 

professionals’ office and were focused on group discussion (the fifth moment). 

In his description of the technique, Flanagan includes a final report as 

witness to the process; one recommendation is to share this report with 

the professionals, so that it becomes a collective heritage that can support 
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further changes. 

Results of the PAR

In line with the phases of the methodology outlined above, the results of the 

PAR are presented below.  

First Moment: Define General Aims

The online in-depth interviews sought to establish the consensus within the 

team about the mission and the vision of the Terres Monviso Incl project.

Data collected through the interviews show a high level of agreement 

regarding the general aim of the project. However, the degree of internal 

coherence about each professional role within the team appears to be low. 

In particular, confusion is seen across the different professional positions, as 

if the multidisciplinary attitude has also led to overlapping tasks. The social-

health workers’ role seems especially hard to correctly define, because it is 

divided between two activities. The two social-health worker members of 

the animation team also deal with subjects individually treated by the social-

health system, which is why the whole team expresses difficulty in seeing 

the two roles equally recognised by Gipic. 

Second Moment: Plans and Specifications

In the first group meeting, after the team-building activities, the professionals 

received instruction to write CIT diaries. Below are the translated instructions 

given to the professionals.  
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Critical Incident Diary

Think about a recent incident in your work practice which 
generated an unsatisfactory condition. Using as many details as 
possible, describe the fact, the circumstances, and explain the 
emotions you felt. Then, try to identify the consequences which, 
according to you, it had for the project and for its actors. 

- What critical incident did you choose? Why? 
- When did it happen? Who was involved? 
- What circumstances caused dissatisfaction? 
- Which results did it produce? 

Third Moment: Collecting and Analysing the Data

Once the anonymous diaries were collected, the researcher numbered them 

1 to 5 and organised them into two categories, according to the principle of 

similarity in content or in the moment of occurrence. 
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The two clusters are described in the following table.

Group 
num-

ber

Similarity  
for Subgroup 1 Subgroup 2 Subgroup 3

1 Type of 
critical 
incident

Diaries 2 and 5:  
the critical incident 
is the project itself, 
in its complexity 
and difficult 
organisation.

Diaries 1, 3, and 4:  
the critical 
incidents are 
connected to the 
confusion about 
the animation 
team’s goals and 
role. 

2 Time Diaries 2 and 5: 
from the beginning 
of the project 
(springtime 2020) 
until the time of 
testing (autumn 
2021)

Diary 3:  
beginning of 
project (springtime 
2020)

Diaries 1 and 4:  
from June to 
October 2021

Fourth and Fifth Moments: Interpreting and Reporting

The last step of the action research consisted of two mornings of group 

reflection. 

The purpose of the first morning was to share the critical incidents, come 

to an agreement, and identify the main incident to work on. Thus, once they 

met, the researcher asked them to not comment during each narration: 

instead, it was important to have a listening attitude and avoid judgements. 

After a moment of silence, the professionals spoke spontaneously, and a 

calm atmosphere prevailed. 

Once the presentations ended, the discussion took place, providing the 

opportunity to speak freely. With the respectful climate being constantly 

maintained, some opinions emerged. First, professionals agreed on the 

difficulty of managing complex programmes like Terres Monviso Incl. 

Moreover, at the beginning of every community project, there is a period 
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of uncertainty, which can cause confusion. However, in this situation, the 

uncertainty had become chronic, also because of its coinciding with the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Another element of confusion was the months-

long absence of the coordinator, who was repurposed to other projects. 

In addition, in recent years, there had been a turnover of professionals, 

which made it harder to create bonds among the team and continuity in  

practice.

From this first part of the dialogue, it became clear that balance and 

redefinition of roles were needed. At the same time, as for the professionals’ 

dynamics and emotional experiences, the moment was very intense, and 

mutual solidarity arose within the group. 

Despite their work as social animators without community (due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic)—which represents a longer shared critical incident—

the coordinator proposed focusing on giving the animation group a definite 

shape, one that would be resilient to external agents. His reflection was 

motivated by an acknowledgement of proficiency and solidity within the 

team. According to him, what they lack is the ability to narrate and legitimise 

this to more traditional professionals, such as nurses and social workers.

The second moment of reflection sought to find solutions and strategies 

to solve the critical incidents. Before starting, the group told the researcher 

about a new critical incident they had experienced. This narration shows that 

the logic of reflection during the PAR immediately entered the professionals’ 

practice, thus demonstrating an initial effectiveness of the process. 

Attention was then directed again to the goal of daily reflection. The 

professionals felt the need to co-create a unique definition of the animation 

team before the group could effectively communicate its essence. To this 

end, the professionals shared tales of activities they carried out during the 

pandemic. First, in the times of strict social restrictions, the connections with 

the target population could only be on an individual basis. Thus, the animation 

team had an even more essential role. As an example of their activities, ‘Let’s 

frame the beauty of fragility’ can be considered as the main event. All the 

people involved in the project took part in the selection and reproduction of a 
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famous painting; the photos composed an art exhibition, opened at the end 

of limitations, which had the merit of giving the project’s beneficiaries a new 

opportunity for meeting after the COVID-19 pandemic and feeling somewhat 

like a group. This activity had the power to restore dignity to fragility and to 

generate positive effects for the community involved in the project. Moreover, 

professionals engaged in a role-playing game, starting from the individual 

construction of each box. Finally, a video was produced, with interviews with 

the elderly population recounting their experiences of living in mountain 

areas and the impact of the Terres Monviso Incl project on their lives. These 

examples showed to the professionals that even in a tough moment, they 

were able to reinvent themselves; this allowed them to legitimise their work 

and reflect on the skills they (almost unconsciously) gained. 

Finally, at the end of the last meeting of the research study, the 

professionals discussed practical strategies, which are proposed in the 

conclusion as good practices.

Conclusion and Good Practices

Two types of strategies primarily emerged during the team reflection. 

The first type of strategy involves organisation. Regarding the 

management of the animation team, the professionals identified two 

suggestions: create more specific checklists, thus improving the meetings’ 

agenda and increasing effectiveness; and better clarify the division of tasks 

among them for each action. For the latter, it is particularly important to shed 

light on the dual position of the social-health workers. 

The second type of strategy concerns communication. The group 

recognised the importance of effective communication about the roles, 

methods, tools, and type of activities used. In particular, it is important 

to explain that the animation activities are not improvisations or mere 

entertainment, but the result of networking, needs analysis, and creativity, 

working along a bottom-up and empowerment approach. To make this clear, 

the professionals shared some practical suggestions, such as using the same 
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definition of ‘social animator’ and more precise language, as well as bringing 

examples from field experience and reporting their work through more 

attractive communication methodologies.

The most significant proposal was to create an organisation chart of the 

project, with all its actors. It might sound trivial, but as demonstrated a few 

months later, this tactic generated better understanding, greater respect, 

and closer collaboration between all the professionals of the Terres Monviso 

Incl project. 

Finally, an important consideration concerns digital skills and the use of 

technological tools, given the importance they took on during the months of 

the pandemic. 

In the final reflections, provided through individual interviews a few 

weeks after the last group meeting, the team claimed to have experienced 

a moment of collective learning and to have learned a method which allowed 

them to redefine the task of the project and their role within it. The research 

helped them strengthen their group identity around a unique professional 

figure—the ‘community social animator’—and generated a significant change, 

even inside Gipic. 

In conclusion, a few considerations about the CIT must be considered. 

The tool has shown itself to be a powerful instrument for developing both 

individual and collective reflectivity, from the errors made in the practice 

to seeking a new and more-aware balance. Among its advantages, the 

professionals appreciated most the freedom of expression and the depth of 

thought and dialogue that could be reached in a short period of time. However, 

we caution researchers that they must be very careful and recommend that 

they be able to read and manage groups, as well as to analyse and synthesise 

what emerges during the team discussion.  
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Chapter 14

Vito Balzano

Crisis in adult education of the post-pandemic 
period: A possible model of sustainable welfare 

Introduction

The following question is posed for consideration: is it possible in the present 

day to measure policy actions on social issues from a pedagogical perspective? 

Moreover, to what extent can adult education serve as a conduit for this 

perspective? These are some of the questions that prompted the present 

institution of higher learning to initiate an investigation into perspectives 

in the post-pandemic period. It should be noted that this research is still in 

progress and has thus far only yielded preliminary findings. Consequently, 

the reflections obtained from this research are only partial. The objective is to 

provide a practical instrument that can be utilised by education professionals, 

educators within social cooperatives, and policymakers seeking to formulate 

novel concepts of assistance and welfare for families from diverse cultural 

backgrounds. The prevailing notion of welfare as a responsibility limited 

to the young or those with deficits is being challenged by the recognition 

of an equal need for all individuals, irrespective of cultural or age-related 

differences. In adult education, a cross-section has emerged that prompts 
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reflection on the issue of the sustainability of a novel concept of welfare. 

The present case study focuses on a specific locale in southern Italy, which 

is deemed a microcosm of a larger, more expansive phenomenon - Apulia  

(Balzano, 2017)1. 

The necessity to define context arises in circumstances where a 

search for meaning and significance is underway through the processes of 

communication, interpretation and knowledge. If we consider learning to be 

closely related to these processes, it follows that a theory of learning (adult, 

but not only) cannot avoid conceptualising context, just as a practice of 

learning and education cannot avoid contextualising. A notable distinction 

exists between the context and the reality in which communication occurs. 

It is not legitimate to conflate or confuse these two concepts: context is a 

cognitive construct, not a factual reality, and is subject to interpretation. It is 

important to recognise that context alludes to the knowledge possessed by 

the interlocutors, the assumptions and inferences they make unconsciously 

while communicating. This cognitive apparatus, while indispensable in 

comprehending the literal meaning of a given discourse, is malleable and 

manifold, necessitating a degree of consensus and coordination among its 

users. Consequently, context, being mental in nature, cannot be confined to 

the individual mind; rather, it attests to the existence of a mind as a complex 

system (Bholinger et al., 2015). 

The contemporary political and social-pedagogical predicament is 

that the prevailing historical period has eroded the three fundamental 

components of the labour system: stable employment, women’s propensity 

to care for family members, and the capacity for the expansion of welfare 

state initiatives. The contemporary concept of welfare that resonates with 

families is characterised by a pronounced emphasis on the analysis of the 

world of work. This is primarily due to the evolution of family structures, 

which have become detached from the traditional archetype (Joint Research 

1	 For a more in-depth look at the situation in Puglia, and how this region has been defined as a model on a European scale of 
new approaches in social policies and welfare reforms, see the broader contribution Balzano V. (2017). Educazione, persona e 
welfare. Il contributo della pedagogia nello sviluppo delle politiche sociali. Bari: Progedit.
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Centre, 2013; Kettunen & Petersen, 2011). The needs of different family forms 

are also subject to variation, with new forms emerging and existing forms 

being open to different experiences, and yet the same needs persist. This is 

undoubtedly a political issue, as has been acknowledged, but it is also a social 

issue, varying according to different social strata.

The pedagogical dimension of adult education today

Pedagogically understood values are always part of that filter that makes all 

interpretation possible; they are conditions and ways of accessing the other 

and its truth. Education, and particularly the adult education system, which 

permeates the various spheres of knowledge and culture, is instrumental in 

guiding individuals towards self-realisation through dialogue with the world 

and in harmony with it. It is imperative that education fosters awareness 

of individuals’ roots and provides them with specific points of reference 

that enable them to define their place in various worlds and contexts while 

respecting human diversity and different abilities. This notion is further 

emphasised in the UNESCO Report 2021:

�Adult learning and education play multiple roles. It helps people find 

their way through a range of problems and increases skills and agency. 

It enables people to take greater responsibility for their future. It also 

helps adults understand and critique changing paradigms and power 

relations and take steps to shape a just and sustainable world. A future-

oriented approach should define adult education, as well as education 

always, as education intertwined with life. Adults are responsible for 

the world they live in and the world of the future. Responsibility for the 

future cannot simply be passed on to future generations. A shared ethic 

of intergenerational solidarity is needed (p. 115). 

This chapter proposes a preliminary reflection on the transition from an 

education oriented to what happens, to one more focused on the individual, 
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on the sustainability of the events that characterise human reality. This is  

a crucial aspect that should not be underestimated when considering 

prospects for adult education and the measures that can be taken, albeit on a 

small scale, to address a human crisis that is already in progress. The UNESCO 

document also underscores the responsibility of adults as agents of the 

present and the future, entrusted with the responsibility of shaping their 

own lives and, consequently, the lives of their peers. This solidarity, which 

is a moral category proper to pedagogy, becomes shared, intergenerational 

knowledge, spanning different cultures and eras. 

Learning is an everyday event that is social in nature in that it takes 

place with other people; it is too dependent because the setting provides 

tools (computers, maps, scoops) that facilitate and especially structure the 

cognitive process. Ultimately, what determines learning is the interaction with 

the setting in relation to its social and tool-dependent nature. Interactions 

among people, with tools and with the environment are pivotal, whilst taking 

into account the situation and the interests, needs and prior knowledge of the 

adults involved. Education is defined as the process of acting in the real world 

through social practices and relationships. The focus of attention shifts from 

the individual mind to the entire learning situation, where the assumption of 

beliefs, values and knowledge is not a subjective fact but rather arises from 

participation in a community or culture. The act of contextualisation entails 

the ability to discern the contemporary moment, which is informed by the 

historical context. 

In the context of liquid modernity, for instance, there has been a 

proliferation of forms, needs and opportunities for learning that engender 

plural and discordant theories. These theories must be integrated and applied 

to learning, encompassing a variety of rational, psychological, behavioural, 

embedded, spiritual, or holistic approaches in different contexts of knowledge 

construction. Conventional problem-solving methodologies prove inadequate 

in this regard; effective adult educators must possess the capacity to interpret 

the context and discern whether the requisite learning is elementary, intricate, 

intricate, or chaotic. The concept under discussion is that of complexity 
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theory, a theoretical framework capable of connecting individual learning 

with systems of interactions, and constraints with possibilities. 

A recurrent theme within our discourse is the notion of complexity 

theory, which guides the examination of contemporary adult learning 

practices, with a particular focus on adult education in the present age. 

Indeed, in recent decades, the principle of lifelong learning has become central 

to educational policy formulation around the world. For instance, the fourth 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) calls upon member states to “ensure 

inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all” (Boeren, 2019, p. 37). Adult learning and education 

are characterised by a robust emancipatory tradition, as evidenced by its 

capacity to empower individuals and foster active citizenship. Nevertheless, 

this has been eroded in recent years by an excessive focus on the vocational 

and skills dimensions of lifelong learning. This paradigm shift has effectively 

transformed a previously recognised “right” for adults, particularly those 

who had previously experienced barriers to education, into a mandatory 

obligation for the majority. This is primarily due to the growing societal 

expectation for individuals to maintain their employability and relevance 

in a rapidly changing global landscape. This has resulted in a constant cycle 

of qualification and retraining (Carretero Gomez, Vuorikar & Punie, 2017;  

Elfert, 2019). A particularly noteworthy aspect of these passages is the 

emphasis on pedagogical approaches tailored to meet the needs of adults 

facing educational challenges. The notion of providing support to individuals 

is repeatedly emphasised, in contrast to the prevailing welfare policies in 

Europe and Italy. 

In light of our ongoing collaboration with Apulian cooperatives during the 

pandemic period, it became evident that there was a pressing educational 

need to establish supportive pathways, which extend beyond the confines of 

conventional schooling. The role of educators must be recognised beyond the 

confines of the school environment, encompassing a broader societal impact. 

It is imperative to acknowledge that numerous families need assistance 

within the educational sector, as opposed to the economic domain.
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Towards an inevitable transformative process

It is imperative that a transformative process is initiated with a view to revising 

educational processes and learning practices, rendering the process more 

flexible and open to the diversity of the world of work. Adult learning and 

education must evolve significantly between generations. In the context of 

evolving economies and societies, adult education must evolve to encompass 

far more than lifelong learning for labour market purposes. Opportunities for 

career change and retraining must be integrated with a comprehensive reform 

of educational systems, emphasising the establishment of multiple and 

adaptable pathways. Rather than adopting a reactive or adaptive approach, 

as seen in the introduction of labour markets, technology, or environmental 

factors, adult education must be reconceptualised around learning that is 

truly transformative. In this regard, it is worthwhile to re-examine the theory 

of Mezirow, who posits that learning is a conscious, critical, and reflective 

process through which adults construct new or updated interpretations of 

meanings attributed to past experiences or thoughts to guide the present 

and direct future action (Merrill et al., 2019). The focus is not on the addition of 

new experiences or the integration of more contemporary content; rather, it 

is on the adult’s capacity to reinterpret a remote experience based on a novel 

set of meanings. In this regard, the author distinguishes between four forms 

of learning. The former pertains to the adjustment or updating of behaviours, 

knowledge, and attitudes through the utilisation of existing meaning schemas. 

In contrast, the latter involves the creation of meaning schemas through 

the transformation of existing ones, albeit without presupposing an actual 

change in viewpoints. Transformative learning, on the other hand, occurs 

through the transformation of meaning perspectives, which is defined as 

“consisting of becoming aware, through reflection and critique, of the specific 

assumptions on which a distorted or incomplete meaning perspective is based 

and transforming it through a reorganization of meaning” (Merrill et al, 2020,  

p. 87). Meaning perspectives can be defined as “patterns of expectations 

that filter perception and cognition [...] the perceptual and conceptual codes 
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to form, constrain, and distort the way we think, believe, and feel, as well as the 

how, what, and why of our learning” (Grotlüschen, Nienkemper & Duncker- 

Euringer, 2020, p. 34-35). The fundamental premise of transformative 

theory is predicated on a constructivist paradigm of learning, wherein frames 

of reference serve as the foundational construct. During personal, formative 

historical and cultural-historical events, adults construct perceptions, 

expectations, behaviours, values, desires, relationships, and the “boundary 

structures” of their individual meaning systems, through which experiences 

are assimilated. In Knowles’ andragogy, experiential baggage is identified as a 

defining characteristic of the adult and their unique learning style. Conversely, 

Mezirow’s perspective asserts that the past can impose limitations on future 

learning, as individuals tend to attribute old meanings to new experiences 

through routinised habits of expectation. Consequently, critical reflection 

emerges as the privileged mode for attributing a different meaning to past or 

present experience, thereby conferring upon its coherence and thus enabling 

its interpretation, re-focusing of the meaning system. 

In transformative theory, moreover, a few characteristics of reflection 

can be traced back to Dewey’s thought as well as Freire’s approach, 

even allowing glimpses of some echoes of the debate of the 1980s: the 

acquisition of awareness, the capacity for emotional distancing and cognitive 

objectification, doubt and questioning of beliefs and assertions inherited from 

personal history, tradition, and authority. Reflection is defined as a conscious 

process of evaluation, whereby assumptions are revisited, even distorted 

ones, through the negotiation of meanings and their analytical and synthetic 

elaboration. In this regard, three types of meaning perspectives can be 

distinguished: epistemological, relating to the ways in which the adult knows, 

acquires knowledge; sociolinguistic, relating to the linguistic, social, and 

cultural influences of life contexts; and psychological, relating to the adult’s 

concept and image of selves as well as emotional and imaginative patterns. 

It is therefore the function of critical reflection to enable adults to overcome 

the distortions and errors of these frames of reference that uncritically result 

in the adult “seeing reality in a way that arbitrarily limits what is included, 
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prevents differentiation, hinders other approaches to viewing reality, or does 

not facilitate the integration of experience” (Vuorikari et al., 2016, p. 90). 

However, it is not a spontaneous act of adults, but rather the outcome of a 

long and complex process that generally begins when an event, encounter, or 

situation leads adults to question the habitual assumptions underlying their 

own perspectives of meaning because those perspectives turn out to be no 

longer suitable for interpreting what happened. The transformative dynamic 

commences with a disorienting dilemma and progresses through nine stages 

that encompass moments of self-analysis, self-assessment, comparison 

with others, exploration of new options, confidence-building, construction 

of new skills, and attempts until an integration of meaning perspectives. The 

product of reflection on these premises, which extends beyond mere content 

review and encompasses metacognitive processes, aligns with the act of 

learning itself. Reflection is not merely a goal of learning, but rather “the 

central dynamic of problem solving, problem posing and the transformation 

of meaning schemas and meaning perspectives” (Merrill et al., 2017, p. 38). 

An analysis of the mechanisms through which reflexive reframing action 

occurs reveals a distinction between critical reflection on assumptions (CRA) 

and critical self-reflection on assumptions (CSRA). The implementation 

of this process may be facilitated by a trainer or conducted autonomously, 

with the resultant insights being communicated to others as well as to adults 

themselves.  The forms of critical self-reflection involved are distinguished 

into four privileged domains: the first is narrative, applied by adults about 

her/himself; the second is systemic, concerning social norms, workplaces, 

organisations, and life contexts; the third is therapeutic, concerning deep 

individual dynamics; and finally, epistemic, about the ways in which thinking 

works and the operational consequences of them.

What prospects for welfare in the post-Covid-19 era

It has been demonstrated that it is of particular importance to reflect on 

innovation and the role it plays, or could play, as an orientation and guideline 
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for the future of humanity. Pedagogical discourse, both within and beyond 

the field of adult education, has historically underplayed the significance of 

future-oriented reflection. The future of a nation, a continent, or a society is 

seldom deliberated upon in these contexts. The prevailing discourse appears 

to be one of a present-oriented nature, with the future being marginalised 

and, at best, a topic of discussion (Fejes, 2019). However, in the initial phase 

of the global spread of the Sars-Cov-2 virus, the future became a pivotal 

element in our discourses, our lives, and our collective reflections, compelling 

us to pause and reflect. This period has provided a significant and unique 

opportunity for reflection. On the one hand, the future calls us back to the 

category of innovation; on the other, it questions us about adult education 

and the meaning of a field of knowledge that must find alternative paths to 

those normally followed if it is to survive the evolution of knowledge. In light 

of our experiences, studies, accounts, and investigations, it is evident that we 

stand at a critical juncture, akin to the disciplines that interrogate education. 

The question that arises is whether to prioritise human agency or to entrust 

decision-making to machines. 

The fundamental issue that must be addressed prior to embarking on 

a reflection on the concepts recalled is the context, beyond and beyond 

disciplines and knowledge, in which innovation and adult education, as 

well as contemporary social policies, must be situated. The focus is on 

innovation within the context of the social economy. It is important to note 

that innovation encompasses not only the development of products and 

processes within the domains of knowledge and human enterprise, but also 

the realm of social innovation. The discussion surrounding social innovation 

can diverge significantly from the conventional discourse on innovation. In 

challenging and disruptive times, such as the present moment during the 

global pandemic and educational disruption, improvisations and experiments 

have been demonstrated by adults in various professions, highlighting their 

determination, commitment, and resourcefulness. For instance, as numerous 

school systems recognised the primacy of personal needs and social 

well‑being, testing was postponed, coverage requirements for curriculum 
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content were suspended, and classroom interactions were directed towards 

authentic learning and well-being. 

During the period of the pandemic, the work became more visible to the 

public. The elevated standards of specialised knowledge and pedagogical 

dedication demanded of adults have been subject to concurrent appreciation 

and scrutiny. The cultivation of the social dimension of learning, for instance, 

has entailed the sustainability of citizenship education in an increasingly 

interconnected world. This enables individuals to care for one another, 

embrace other perspectives and experiences, and engage in responsible 

practices towards the environment and our shared natural resources. It is 

evident that digital media alone cannot achieve these ends. Participatory 

and engaged learning is required in a variety of contexts. The pernicious 

intrusion of the virus into our territories has affected three fundamental 

spheres of individual and social life: health, economy, and education. The 

repercussions of the virus have been exacerbated by the pre-existing 

injustices, inequalities, and delays within these spheres. The economic 

blockade and enforced isolation measures have resulted in a significant 

escalation of these issues. It is imperative to consider the prevalence of 

multi-problem poverty, encompassing both historical and contemporary 

manifestations. A significant proportion of these cases are associated with 

the elevated levels of stress experienced by housebound parents, who are 

confronted with a multitude of pressing concerns. Additionally, the issue of 

school delay, impacting at least one-fifth of the student population, is of 

considerable concern. This figure amounts to over 1.6 million children. 000 

children lacking or deficient in the necessary distance learning devices); of 

behavioural problems and regression syndromes; of sleep disorders, sudden 

changes in mood, feelings of airlessness, irritability, states of anxiety, 

dispersiveness, poor concentration, apathy, closure, and noncommunication; 

of regressions for those with psychiatric disorders (think e. g. autistic 

children); of abandoned disabled people; of anti-conservative acts, domestic 

violence; of abuse, mistreatment and loosening of guardianships for children. 

Furthermore, the aforementioned factors cause lockdowns for social, health 
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and judicial services with possible negative “zero removal” effects. In such 

scenarios, the realm of education appears to have deviated from its primary 

function, which is to assume a proactive and creative role in swiftly conceiving 

and constructing mechanisms capable of addressing and, as far as feasible, 

averting the “collateral damage” that affects all socio-psycho-pedagogical 

dimensions of individuals and relationships. The disciplinary frameworks of 

the pedagogical, social, psychological, philosophical, and anthropological 

sciences have not been engaged in a timely manner to rethink some of the 

foundational paradigms of the human sciences with their interpretative 

devices, nor to revise the organisational forms of services. Consequently, a 

predominant medicalisation approach to the crisis has emerged, entrusting 

the interpretation and prediction of outcomes to virological, infectious, and 

epidemiological methodologies alone.

We therefore arrived at preliminary conclusions regarding the impact of 

social cooperatives in the Apulian region, focusing on three pressing issues:

1.	 The pervasive disregard of politics (at various levels) for a sector 

encompassing more than nine million children and adolescents, and 

for the direct management of state schools alone, there are 800,000 

teachers, over 40,000 school sites, and almost 370,000 classrooms. 

The education system is regarded as a cost rather than an investment 

in the future. 

2.	 Secondly, the concept of family support measures leading to 

comprehensive childcare is overstated, while the positive aspects 

of intense “domestic relations” are overestimated and the necessity 

for education, learning, and socialisation in educational settings 

with adults and peers is underestimated. A mandate of “exceptional 

resilience” was placed on parental responsibilities, and yet, despite 

everything, the role of grandparents was acknowledged. 

3.	 Overestimation of the effectiveness of distance education in the face 

of the emergence of the tool’s significant limitations with respect to 

educational and social needs. 
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Notwithstanding the determiners, it is this author’s conviction that an 

endeavour to mobilise the educational prowess of the scientific community, 

in conjunction with the voluminous social resources, both formal and informal, 

inherent within our nation, may yet be instigated in the forthcoming months. 

Beyond the success of the extraordinary measures of economic support to 

families in mitigating hardship and discontent on the material level, there is 

still time to bridge the significant educational gap, to address the challenge 

of relational goods that also have a strong economic value, and to effectively 

counter the extensive intangible poverty that has worsened in the last six 

months. However, this will require a concerted effort on the part of institutions 

and the social fabric, as well as a significant contribution from the human 

sciences and professionals engaged in the educational sector. The question 

arises as to whether teachers, professional educators, social workers, 

psychologists and entertainers will be able to provide a counterbalance to 

the significant efforts of doctors, nurses, social and health workers providing 

intensive and home care to patients with the virus. 

This initial stage of conclusions unveils an intriguing pedagogical 

paradigm, centring on the concept of citizenship in a social context (Balzano, 

2020; Marshall, 1964). It explores the potential of citizenship to serve 

as the pivotal theme in the contemporary evolution of adult education.  

The citizenship debate, in fact, initiates us to the final step in this reflection: 

social sustainability, a new welfare system that can cope with today’s 

difficulties. The question that arises is whether it is possible to consider a 

new sustainable welfare system in the immediate future. It is my belief that 

a precise answer to this question is elusive, and that it is equally challenging 

to formulate a definitive affirmative or negative response. Drawing from  

the extant research in this domain, particularly in the Italian context, and 

more specifically in Puglia, a region in southern Italy, it is posited that the 

viability of such a proposal is contingent upon the empowerment of the adult 

sphere, and more specifically from four essential elements:

1.	 The individual, the pedagogical focus of the affirmation of a series of 

rights and conventions. 
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2.	 The family, as the primary educational institution. 

3.	 The school as the fundamental educational pole of openness for  

the citizen of the future. 

4.	 The relationship that forms the basis of human relationships and 

represents the fundamental challenge for the future of adult 

education. 

An interesting key to interpretation leads us towards the evolution of a 

well-known model, that of proximity welfare. Proximity welfare can be defined 

as a system that indicates a set of interventions and measures resulting from 

an analysis of needs that is developed on a territorial proximity dimension. 

This system envisages the protagonism of the beneficiaries themselves 

in the co-definition of services. It is widely acknowledged among experts 

that proximity welfare played a pivotal role in mitigating the repercussions 

of the economic and social crisis by employing innovative approaches and 

making inroads into uncharted domains of intervention (Bode, 2007). For 

instance, collaboration with the Third Sector and civil society facilitated the 

timely management of national measures such as “shopping vouchers”. The 

present research is aligned with this approach, examining the role of third 

sector support for primary educational agencies: the family and school. Other 

instances of innovation in this regard include activities directed towards the 

school population during periods of school closures and distance learning. In 

contexts where public intervention is historically deficient, there has been 

a substitution of the third sector, which is commendable in the context of 

emergency situations, but not in terms of a comprehensive understanding of 

the third sector’s role. In the post-pandemic era, there is an opportunity for 

a shift in perspective, moving away from the notion of the third sector as a 

low-cost service provider, thus overcoming the current logic of procurement. 

The development of this concept necessitates the affirmation of the political 

and advocacy role, the co-planning and co-design confirmed by the third 

sector code, the strengthening of public welfare in terms of professional and 

economic resources to overcome territorial differences, and the presence 

of integrated public-private networks. A new and adequate public-private 
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capacity building as a function of a new governance arrangement at the 

various levels of government is also proposed. 

As we await the results of the research and reflect on the significant 

and important data concerning the validity of the practical action of social 

cooperatives in an Italian territory, it is important to emphasise the potential 

of similar projects to provide a comprehensive scope within the human 

educational sector, which is increasingly in trouble. We are confronted with 

a novel paradigm of institutional collaboration and cooperation between the 

private and public sectors, representing a paradigm of educational innovation 

with the potential to chart new courses of action in the face of the educational 

crisis of the third millennium.
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Emerging from a conference by the European Society for Research 
on the Education of Adults (ESREA) in Portugal, this book offers an 

insightful reflection of adult education’s evolution in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, exploring themes of access, learning approaches, 
identity, and digital pedagogy. It critically addresses the shift towards 
digital learning and its implications on social interaction, pedagogical 

practices, and the educator-learner dynamic. The narrative spans 
across diverse contexts, including higher education, community 

education, vocational learning, and informal learning environments, 
highlighting the pandemic’s exacerbation of social inequalities and 

the nuanced effects on gender, ethnicity, and age. Through empirical 
research and reflective analysis, the book interrogates the potential 
of digital technologies in fostering inclusive and accessible learning 
experiences, while also considering the challenges of maintaining 

a sense of community and identity in virtual spaces. It not only 
assesses the immediate responses to the pandemic but also projects 

future implications and possibilities for adult education, aiming to 
inform practice, policy, and research. The book stands as a testament 

to the enduring significance of adult education in navigating times  
of crisis and change, advocating for a more equitable  

and responsive educational landscape.
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