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Abstract  
Within formal and informal discussion with teachers, it has been argued that new educational issues 
have come to light within our schools’ walls. This isn’t about discomfort or distress which may result 
necessarily in deviant behaviors, nor students with special educational needs. The expression 
“educational emergencies” includes all those difficulties a teacher meets, more today than in the past, 
which do not concern strictly teaching programs, but educational issues arising from the natural efforts 
of growing up. Coming from an individual and latent stage, they may emerge and influence the whole 
class in terms both of wellbeing and schoolwork. Teachers refer evident trouble because they stress 
the lack of adequate tools to cope with these educational emergencies. Therefore, new theoretical, 
practical and institutional methods and instruments are now required urgently. 

This project is lead by the University of Verona – Department of Human Sciences – and it aims firstly 
at identifying elements to outline an interpretive framework of existing educational emergencies and 
secondly at drawing up guidelines for the elaboration and implementation of teaching devices aimed at 
addressing the educational emergencies outlined. In terms of outcome, an improvement of class 
wellbeing and academic performance is expected.  

To these objectives, the approach termed as “research-education” has been selected and developed – 
as a political and methodological choice – in order to lead a research with teachers oriented at training 
and transforming the educational and didactic action, promoting action and reflection both in teachers 
and researches. In order to identify educational emergencies and strategies to cope with these issues, 
the “student voice” perspective has been adopted. In the second phase of the project, the “analysis of 
educational practices” perspective may help teachers and researchers to investigate in depth the 
teaching devices adopted during their classroom activities. The full paper presents this experience in 
the implementation of this approach, with particular emphasis on methodological aspects.  

Keywords: educational emergencies, teacher education, school improvement, research education, 
educational innovation. 

1 TEACHING ACTIVITIES: A COMPLEX TASK THAT BECOMES 
INCREASINGLY TIRING AND DIFFICULT  

Within formal and informal discussions with teachers, it has been argued how on one hand they voice 
a real concern for school management, which is considered increasingly tiring and difficult. On the 
other hand, they have also expressed a strong desire to regain ground with regards to professional 
effectiveness. This means to be able to promote a positive motivational attitude from the students, 
which seems to be almost completely compromised. In particular, teachers complain of the increasing 
level of student dissatisfaction concerning school propositions and a disinterestedness that gets 
stronger and stronger; furthermore, they link these phenomena to a less satisfying students’ 
performance and disciplinary behavior, which is progressively more and more restless and often 
aggressive. Teachers seem to suffer because they feel inadequate, and now declare themselves 
incapable of carrying out a task they could perform well or badly until few years ago. 

There are qualified contributions in literature which, on one hand, provide convincing explanations 
about social phenomena and factors that can be linked to more problematic students’ behaviors [1]. 
On the other hand, they attest that the level of wear and tear for teachers has grown exponentially, 
creating deep states of discomfort and more and more often burnout conditions among them [2] [3]. 
The individual factors of social deterioration may be considered the cause of the worsening school 
climate, which concerns relations between teachers and students, and between students themselves. 
The increasing level of individualism in society causes an increased level of individualism in parents 
and, by extension, in students. Thus, new emergencies are coming to light: parents increasingly 
absent, or difficult to understand, or less and less willing to listen to the reason for a school project that 
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promotes not just a single student, but the whole class group [4]. Another factor that negatively 
influences the situation is the decreased number of children per family, where only-children are used 
to have exclusive attentions. The related educational emergency is that students seem to be less and 
less willing to understand their classmates’ reasons and to accept that the teacher’s attentions are 
distributed and not exclusive. It is also necessary to add some other reflections concerning 
phenomena and factors that are increasingly characterizing today's society: the growing number of 
separations, the rise in the number of new family models – e.g. single-parent families, homosexual-
couple families, extended families; the fading significance of the adult figure, which means more and 
more distracted adults, absorbed in their problems, and less and less able to provide children the 
relational and affective security they need. From this point of view, emotional deprivation determines 
an educational emergency because emotionally deprived students may be less easy to be handled at 
school. Furthermore, exposure to aggression and violence translates into a mirrored emergency 
among young people, who tend to be increasingly aggressive and bullies. Finally, other problems are 
the increasing competitiveness and episodes of violence, amplified by mass media, as well as the 
uncontrolled and often improper use of several digital devices, whose use is increasingly permitted 
even for very young people. 

In these conditions, teachers are increasingly experiencing difficulties in exercising their function. But 
they rightly cling on to it. They feel that their chance is to play themselves as teaching professionals, 
which is what is required of them after all. And to do this, they ask for help to be able to return to be, 
and above all to feel, effective and credible and to regain a self-esteem that seems to be more and 
more affected up to the level of burnout, as previously said.  

2 THE OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT: A SHARED FOCUS ON 
NEEDS  

It is firstly necessary to understand what educational emergencies means by getting into the details of 
what teachers need. This should be done not from above, from the researchers’ perspective, but by 
interrogating all teaching professionals involved in the project. 

There are ethical reasons for doing so. If an action-research aims to be meaningful for all the subjects 
involved, the researcher must suspend his/her pre-comprehensions, or at least restrain them, to give 
space to what the practitioners point out in their own situation, which is their representation of the 
problem [5]. It often happens that the teacher complains generically, but he/she has not yet fully 
understood the origins of the discomfort he/she manifests. It is only by explaining, speaking and 
explicating, that he/she clarifies – to themselves, too – specific issues that should be addressed. 

Therefore, on one hand, the complexity of teaching and what literature and researches have said 
about educational emergencies at school have to be taken into account; on the other hand, what 
teachers and heads of institutes say in concrete situations should be considered, too.  

3 METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH  

3.1 The service-research approach  
Considering the nature of the requests and the objectives formulated, the project has been configured 
as a service research. Consistent with the ecological paradigm, this should be considered a useful 
research as it seeks to deepen the reality and, then take care of it [6] by making changes with the 
perspective of improvement. It has indeed been tried to develop a technically useful knowledge, aimed 
at a constant improvement of living conditions at school. The term utility, as Mortari points out, is not to 
be understood with a predictive meaning for its ability to investigate issues which are relevant to 
human life and to provide tools for the development of new and better social policies. This is an 
educational research aiming to elaborate descriptions that help teachers decide what to do [7]. For this 
reason, it is imperative to be in touch with reality, because the research is born from real problems 
experienced by the protagonists of the school. It is therefore a researcher’s task to promote an 
alliance with the practitioners – the teachers – through authentic listening and participation and by 
identifying useful recommendations to improve educational practices. 
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3.2 The research-education, a political and methodological choice 
In line with the principle of utility, the research-education (R-E) approach has been considered the 
most appropriate way to address the issues described above. The R-E was born on the wave of John 
Dewey's work and in particular considering his model of research-in-action with teachers, as well as  
his proposal of school-lab which focuses on one hand on teacher’s activities and on the other hand on 
his/her training path. The other referenced author is Kurt Lewin, who officially introduces research-
action, which stress the need of close dialogue and collaboration between researchers and 
practitioners [8]. The R-E could be considered a political and methodological choice to lead a research 
with teachers, oriented at training and transforming the educational and didactic action and promoting 
action and reflection both in teachers and researches [9]. 

The project outlined here encloses the fundamental elements that characterized the R-E, which are:  

• a clear explanation of the purpose of this research in terms of growth and development of the 
professionalism of teachers directly involved and an attention to documenting and analyzing 
possible outcomes in terms of change; 

• the creation of an R-E group of researchers and teachers, where different participants’ roles are 
clarified and where subjects and objectives of the research are, together with values and 
methodological choices, are negotiated and defined; 

• the focus on the specificity of institutional and non-institutional contexts where the R-E is taking 
place, which could be realized through an analysis of their constraints and resources at all 
stages of work; 

• a continuous and systematic dialogue between the research participants regarding the 
documentation of the results and the processes implemented in both schools and in training 
contexts; 

• attention to the research outcomes in school, both for educational and didactic innovation, and 
for teachers’ training.  [9] 

The formative dimension of the research is not only related to the role of trainer hired by the 
researcher, who was asked by the institution to favour and support a change in teachers’ practices but 
the process of self-training teachers is determined by the participation and involvement of teachers 
themselves in every stage of the research process, from the formulation of the research questions and 
objectives, to the definition of tools for data collection and to data analysis and interpretation. And 
that’s exactly the central focus of the reflective processes initiated by each participant to fuel the 
educational dimension of the research [10] [11] [12]. The whole research process is thus actively co-
managed by all subjects involved through a constant negotiation of objectives and means; such 
negotiation allows for a shared and continuous reshaping of the object of the research. Specific tools 
used to ask teachers what is concerning their educational realities, allow us to give space to the 
explication of perceptions given by all teachers involved, exposing contradictions and exploring 
dissent, too. 

The researcher's intention is to return teachers interpretive categories that allow the identification of 
intervention devices on their reality to transform it, based on the activation of the group's resources. 
Specifically, the R-E project outlined here has been developed in two phases: the first one is 
characterized by a cognitive dimension and it aims at identifying and understanding the educational 
emergencies that are the subject of research. The second phase, characterized by a transformative 
dimension, aims at realizing a change through the design, implementation and evaluation of teaching 
devices or devices concerning the whole class life.  

4 THE PHASES OF THE PROJECT 

4.1 The first phase: identifying educational emergencies 
The research approach adopted in the first phase of the project is defined in literature as “student 
voice”. It is a widespread international movement [13-17], thanks to the engagement of some British, 
Australian, Canadian and US pioneers, but still little-known in Italy [18-19]. The key element of this 
approach is the legitimacy of students' perspectives [20] in the management of school work.  
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There are several reasons for applying it, which concern both students – i.e. allow them to feel 
motivated to take part constructively in their training path – and the school institution. In this second 
direction, there are many advantages that school can draw from first-person involvement of students. 
Firstly, an improvement of current teaching and educational practices can be assumed, as teachers 
can listen and learn from students and look at the world through their eyes. Secondly, it is possible to 
reformulate reform projects promoted by the school, where it might be possible to introduce the views 
of those who daily experience the concrete effects of educational policies, i.e. students [19]. Last but 
not least, attention must also be focused on debates and renewal commitments not yet undertaken: 
students become "witnesses of facts and fractures through unseen, authentic, uncomfortable, 
annoying, impertinent looks" [21]. Legitimizing these glances means recognizing and following-up 
deep and unprecedented processes of change; it means to recognize the right to speak to every 
single student, as the holder of a subjectivity determined to grasp, in the depths of himself, what 
he/she has no courage to say, what is considered trivial, what is believed cannot have recourse [22]. It 
does not mean that students' ideas should be considered as absolute truths, to be privileged over 
those of other stakeholders in the educational contexts. They can, however, be considered a crucial 
element – scarcely present in educational discourse and policies, so far – and therefore become 
integral part of the dialogue between educators, researchers, policy makers and parents within the 
social communities in which educational institutions are incorporated [23].  

In this regard, it is essential to stress how this approach seeks to highlight specific themes and 
dimensions like "democracy", "participation" and "social justice". Elaborating projects based on the 
Student Voice approach means to promote a tangible action of democracy at school, allowing 
students to live these dimensions in their day to day experience, so that it could become everyone’s 
mental habit [24]. It is therefore a democracy thought the fundamental aspiration of education, and like 
democracy, to achieve it, it cannot remain an abstract principle of which to speak only [25]: 
“democracy cannot be taught, it must be lived. To achieve that we have to struggle for profound 
changes in the ways in which our educational institutions are structured, managed and experienced” 
[26]. 

The perspective outlined above implies a widespread involvement of students in decision-making 
processes and the right of each of them to freely and genuinely express his/her opinions without 
intimidation resulting from hierarchical authoritarianism or dominant currents. The transformation of 
roles determined by the shared work of researchers and students does not completely dissolve 
existing power relations between young and adult; it rather refers to a re-conceptualization of 
themselves, for both the participants, who have to interact in a common effort to achieve a shared 
goal.  

The kick-off meeting of the research involved the Head of the institute, and it aimed at gathering first-
hand perspective privileged information about teachers she works with at school, their educational 
emergencies and expectations. Two meetings with teachers took place later on; they aimed at 
explaining and understanding the educational emergencies they perceived within their daily 
professional activities. The in-depth interviews with the Head of the institute and the teachers made it 
possible to focus on the key issues, for which researchers were calling for solutions. Considering the 
words of the school professionals involved, the problem nodes can be enucleated into the following 
items: 

• educating students at staying in class; 

• contrasting to the phenomena of school failure, abandonment and dropout (“Yes, for me there 
are educational emergencies: our difficulty is to talk, understand and help students in mutual 
respect and dialogue. Considering school not as a parking lot, but an educational agency... to 
understand how to help them. I am here to limit dispersion”); 

• combatting forms of violence among students which are particularly linked to bullying, racism 
and homophobia (“I have a case of a girl who wants to leave school because she is a victim of a 
classmate who wants to isolate her from the rest of the class'”); 

• counteracting the motivational decline of students towards scholastic knowledge (“I would like to 
interest them in some way, the challenge is to capture their interest in the subject I teach”, “The 
problem is how to motivate them, since there is no longer the motivation that there was once”); 

• containing the tiredness of the teachers (“Discussions I had with my colleagues made me feel 
we're getting tired and frustrated”); 
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• supporting teachers in adopting a more effective and renewed teaching (“I am particularly 
interested in a non-schematic methodological approach that can help me to work with 
students”); 

• improving communication between students and teachers (“I would like to find more effective 
communication channels, a language to get in touch with students”); 

• improving students' ability to study (“Students don’t have a method for studying”); 

• recovering effective relationships with students’ parents (“I would like to emphasize the difficulty 
in managing relationships with parents and families ... it is not always easy to combine students’ 
and parents’ needs'”); 

• supporting the management of sudden adverse events (“It has happened to me that, in a class, 
two students have lost their father in a short time and I would like to understand how to handle 
the mass of pain that could be mine for them, them for their family and the group-class for 
them”). 

The researchers then proposed the creation of a reflective device aimed at involving students in the 
detection of their perceptions of two dimensions considered to be closely interconnected with 
educational emergencies: the improvement of the classroom climate and of the academic 
performance. For this purpose, researchers and teachers have co-constructed a questionnaire 
containing three open questions. The questionnaire was distributed in classes in which the teachers 
involved in the project taught, for a total of nine classes, and 178 students. 

Questionnaires filled in by students were read and transcribed. Researchers identified meaningful text 
units and translated them into labels, using invivo coding. The labels were then reviewed, compared 
and grouped into categories. A working paper containing the list of identified categories and labels 
was shared with teachers for a dual purpose: to validate the analytical process and to identify 
significant elements together in order to design the second phase of the research. Researchers 
adopted a phenomenological posture because the main objective of the analytic action was to 
construct a theory from the context, with particular attention to the qualities in which things appear. 
Therefore, it has been tried to exercise an unconditional listening and reading, as well as a care of 
words, in full respect of the principle of fidelity [27-29].  

4.2 The second phase: elaborating teaching devices   
In the second phase of the project, which has not yet been completed, researchers and teachers are 
going to co-construct specific teaching devices to address the educational emergencies that 
characterize the specific classes involved.  

As results of the needs explicated by teachers, the researchers have suggested to identify and outline 
together a series of devices, even minimal, aimed at improving the climate of the class. This is indeed 
one of the main issues related to the educational emergencies that directly involves both students and 
teachers. The complex process of interpretation and synthesis, where issues were clarified and 
labeled, has proved to be fundamental to avoid remaining in such a sea of plurality of explanations 
that do not allow to center specific and well-defined problems because of their wide but not focused 
conversational nature. Teacher speeches often look like cahiers de doléances, which allow teachers 
to explain their point of view and blow off some steam for the umpteenth time, but not go much further 
than venting. 

From the methodological point of view, the perspective to be adopted is the "analysis of educational 
practices”, that means a plural form of research – particularly widespread in European contexts [30-
33] – that consider specific as objects of study teaching actions in the way they actually take place, 
and not how they should be carried out according to abstract theoretical models. The aim is to 
promote an in-depth knowledge of educational practices, using the voice of the main actors – the 
teachers involved in the project – as a relevant source, but also to recognize them as co-author in the 
construction of a theory of teaching, meant as translation in word of the knowledge that develops in 
research experience [34]. The concept of practice indicates the full set of actions aimed at realizing an 
educational purpose; a practice could be considered a set of acts, routines, choices made intentionally 
by teachers in relation to a specific project. A research on practice therefore requires an 
"epistemological breakdown" to analyse not only concrete acts, but also their assumptions, meanings, 
frameworks, and the contexts of the educational scene as the foundations of any theoretical and 
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epistemological elaboration. To this end, it is necessary to consider the implicit and the unsaid 
elements of each educational practice. 

The analysis of educational practices is also considered in this specific project as a training tool based 
on a shared reflection-on-action by teachers and researchers [35]. In this phase, researchers and 
teachers aim to read together teacher’s practices – the teaching devices implemented in the 
classrooms – deconstructing them without pre-established parameters. This means not to express an 
evaluation in terms of judgment, but to make explicit the constituent elements of each practice, to 
explicit the less visible dynamics, to be able to report the empirical findings. The final objective of this 
process is to question and problematize teachers’ practices to improve practices themselves and to 
promote the educational quality that invests all the multiple and complex aspects of the practice, but 
primarily the action of the teacher in the relationship with students [36]. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 
As said, research has not yet come to an end. Therefore, it is not possible to make any conclusions. 
However, some researchers' reflections on the flow of research may be considered interesting.  

R-E activities entail good levels of awareness and participation by all subjects involved in the project, 
because wide times and spaces of thought and action are required. This is a crucial issue in 
researching and teaching contexts, where much time and energy are daily absorbed by professional 
activities. To trigger a change, it is necessary to be strongly motivated as it entails, on one hand, 
keeping a distance from familiar attitudes, behaviors, habits and usual practices; on the other hand, 
structuring of actions which should be formalized and shared by all participants. 

Particular relevance, in the reflective journal held by the researchers, was therefore attributed to the 
following questions: how can researchers support teachers in this process of investigation and to 
facilitate their engagement? What kind of postures and skills are required for researchers, to this end? 
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