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Abstract 

Italian educational professionals are actually trained by a University course lasting three years for 
educators and five for adult educators. In Italy, as anywhere else in the world, the educational job 
does not only consist in the work of educating played with children, teenagers or adults who need 
educative service. To make really effective an educative action we obviously need a coherent 
pedagogical vision, settings, methods, instructional tools, sensibility but it is also very important the 
work of coordination, planning and management that allow an educational service to operate. In our 
Country these functions are played by adult educators, interpreted as professionals with a Master 
Degree working as specialists of educational processes. This professional profile has a specific role in 
projecting, organising, managing, evaluating educational services. For adult educators can be 
employed as coordinators, directors, consultants or supervisor they have to develop useful 
competences to perform various roles. The paper will present a University training experience for 
Italian adult educators, consisting in e-learning, group meetings and a period of education on the job. 
In order to realize a meaningful learning context, this programme addressed challenges related to: the 
possibility to create a "bridge" between university and professional contexts; the possibility to create a 
collaborative space between students and tutors supported by e-learning platform;the possibility to 
develop research skills to reach such professional competences. 

After a one-year experimentation of this model, we made an evaluation based on feedbacks coming 
from the participants. Our paper will critically explore the three main assumptions underlying our 
programme in the light of students' feedbacks. The connection between university and professional 
contexts highlighted student difficulties in connecting the different perspectives they met during their 
studies, difficulties in recognizing their competences and in negotiating their role with external 
institutions. Moreover, one the main bewilderment consisted in focusing their learning interests and 
their future professional identity. The idea of setting up a collaborative space in blended learning 
resulted in students' difficulties related to work in group, share ideas and receive others' feedback. 
These difficulties were stressed by the use of an e-learning platform (moodle). Finally, the idea of 
planning a research project in an educational context was a key point in learning to master the main 
skills requested for a pedagogical consultant, supervisor or coordinator. This implies that a student is 
able to identify his/her own learning interest and to clarify his/her own idea of a professional future, in 
a word, a student who is an actor on the scene and is willing to shift away from a passive position. 
This kind of assumptions crashed against students' self- positioning in relation to the task and with 
their need of a more structured guidance. After the evaluation process, we realized that all these 
dimensions could not be taken for granted and needed a place to be discussed. These considerations 
lead us to review our traineeship program and investigate in a deeper way the role of universities in 
organizing and managing professionalizing paths. 

Keywords: Blended education, university adult educator trainship, University, professional contexts. 

1 ITALIAN ADULT EDUCATORS’ TRAINING: A CHALLENGE FOR 
UNIVERSITY 

Educational work involves a great effort not only in the direct relationship with beneficiaries of the 
educational activities: every service, in fact, needs professional skills oriented to projecting, 
coordinating, organizing, supervising. These functions are related with the role of adult educators 
(Mancaniello, 2011, p. 119), able to think and act all the aspects related to educational work, not only 
the ones addressed to users. 
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In Italy, the training for these professional has been recently modified and, nowadays, Master Degree 
Courses are provided (Pedagogical Sciences, Managing and Projecting Edcational Services). 

All these Courses aim at developing both theoretical competences both the capability to give meaning 
and understand practice, referring to pedagogical theories. 

In this sense, a core competence of adult educators is the creation of a strong sinergy between his/her 
knowledge and the practical action, consituting a circle from theory to practice and viceversa (Schön, 
2006). 

Adult educators must be able to interconnect their knowledge and practical action, via a “circular” 
movement from theory to practice and vice versa (cfr. Riva, 2011). A key dimension required to trace 
this circle is what Schön defines as «reflection on action» (Schön, 2006, p. 57). This concept refers to 
a key aspect of professional action that draws on theory to gain a better understanding of practice, 
and on elements of experience to refine theory.   

From this perspective, educational professionals, particularly adult educators, require a strong 
background in the educational sciences, so that they can provide critical counselling to other 
practitioners and educational contexts, and critically redirect their own professional actions.  There is a 
need to design training programmes for adult educators that focus on how to read, understand and 
counsel educational situations, linking knowledge and practice via reflection.  

Actually, even if the recent modification of University training, in Italy there is still a great legislative 
confusion about the professional profile of adult educator, his/her competences and work places. A 
specific law (Project of Law 2243) is actually waiting for Parliament discussion and final approval. 

Basing on the formal unclarity of the professional profile and on the peculiar competences between 
theory and practice above presented, a careful planning for adult educators’ training must be 
implemented by University. 

2 AN ACADEMIC TRAINEESHIP FOR ADULT EDUCATORS: THE 
EXPERIENCE OF THE MASTER’S DEGREE COURSE IN EDUCATIONAL 
SCIENCES AT MILANO BICOCCA UNIVERSITY  

Since it was first offered (Academic Year 2008/2009), the Master’s Degree Course in Educational 
Science - University of Milano Bicocca - has included practical training activities.  This course has the 
aim of forming adult educators with a distinctive profile: a professional figure who can work as a 
counsellor, supervisor, coordinator, and trainer for other educators (e.g., teachers, social workers, 
informal and health educators).  Therefore, training activities are essential for students to master the 
tasks, skills and competences of the adult educator they are meant to become, and to test the 
knowledge and abilities acquired during the university course. From the organizational point of view, 
the running of these practical training activities had previously been the responsibility of the academic 
staff of the Master’s Degree Course. The academic board tracked students’ progress in both the 
training activities and the thesis: students were required to use data, reports, or some other product of 
their training activities in their final thesis, at the end of their course of studies. 

The basic idea underlying this practice was that research – and in particular qualitative empirical 
research – is an activity through which students, and indeed practitioners, can develop a heuristic and 
critical attitude and learn to engage in transformative thinking about educational work. In turn, this will 
foster the development of critical knowledge about the ways, both explicit and implicit, through which 
educational practices are thought, organized, carried out and evaluated in educational contexts 
(Schön 1983, 1987; Fook & Gardner 2007). 

In the beginning, this model worked, but with the passing of time it became inadequate. The 
continuous increase in the number of students enrolled on the programme made it more and more 
difficult to complete research activities and theses by the established deadlines. A review committee 
initiated an evaluation process of the Master’s Degree Course in order to improve the training 
research activities and resources were assigned to starting up and testing a tutoring service.  

The training program initiated in the academic year 2013/2014 and was optional: students could 
choose to carry out their training research activities with the support of either a lecturer or tutor. In the 
latter case, they could submit a thesis whether or not they completed their research activities.  

The assumptions underpinning the structure of the pilot tutoring concerned four different aspects.   
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• The first aspect was the decision to require students to conduct empirical research activity in the 
field of education.  The opportunity to carry out empirical research was valuable in order to 
develop the students’ knowledge and to allow them to enter educational working contexts in a 
second level role, which corresponds to the role of the researcher. As researchers, students can 
practice observation and interaction skills that are essential for a second level adult educator.  

• The second aspect was the choice of tutoring as a “function of high reflexivity” (Scandella, 2004; 
Zannini, 2005). Given that the main aim of the training activities was to promote learning 
through research experience, it seemed appropriate that they should be led by tutors with 
specific competence in developing learning based on experience by stimulating reflection on 
action (Schön 1983; Mortari 2003).  

• The third aspect was the decision to create training groups: the board made this choice based 
on evaluation of the previous research activities and on the pedagogical concept of the group as 
a training device (Contini 2000; Prada 2009). 

• The fourth aspect was the blended learning design. The program was centered on a virtual 
training part, based on an online forum. This choice was intended to give the students the 
opportunity to manage their “attendance” in an independent and flexible way, but also to 
manage efficiently the economic resources settled by the university. 

This model had interesting effects in terms of learning but also difficulties and disorientations  
(Galimberti, Gambacorti-Passerini & Palmieri, 2016). In the evaluation processes we collected 
students' experiences through feedbacks coming from interactions on the e-learning platforms and 
dialogues with tutors. Participants' feedbacks highlighted: 

• difficulties in shaping a research interest and a professional context in which carrying out the 
research experience; 

• difficulties in the relationship with the professional context (e.g. in negotiating the role of 
student/researcher); 

• difficulties in interacting with the group through the mediation of the e-learning platform; 

• difficulties in managing autonomously the research on the field without clear phases anticipated 
by the tutor. 

As a consequences of these difficulties, for the Academic Year 2015/2016 a new training model has 
been proposed. This new path combines two main educational directions: the first looks to construct 
students’ professional profile and their practical skills, while the second is focused on conducting 
research, proposed as an opportunity to experience a fruitful exchange between theory and practice, 
generating reflection.  

Students will be divided into different groups, with a tutor for each group. The training will be 
subdivided into various phases, to be carried out at university, in external educational contexts or via a 
virtual blended-learning platform. 

The first phase is dedicated to welcome/orientation: students will meet their group and their tutor. This 
will be the ideal occasion to present the planning of the training and the virtual platform. 

Subsequently, the second phase is the introduction to research: students will be trained in designing a 
research project aimed at exploring and understanding an educational service with an adult educator’s 
gaze. This phase will run in parallel with a module designed to accompany students towards the world 
of work, focused on gathering information about the profile, role and characteristics of adult educators. 

In this way, each student will equipped to enter an educational service and conduct documentary 
research to explore and understand it, as an adult educator. This research will be described and 
documented in a written report that will be delivered to their tutor. 

Later, the training will be focused on helping the students to develop a professional identity. With this 
aim, adult educators will be invited to hold seminars for the students, focused on discussing the skills 
and competences required for educational work.  

The last phase will help students to construct a competence mapping process on themselves; each 
student will have the opportunity to identify an individual portfolio of professional skills acquired in the 
course of his/her particular educational path. 
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The role of reflection throughout the entire training period will be reinforced by the preparation of a 
final written report summarizing the entire learning process experienced. 

3 THE ROLE OF THE E-LEARNING  
In general, since 2015-2016 the training process has been redesigned in order to face in a more 
effective way the three important challenges we had decided to size: 

• the possibility to create a "bridge" between university and professional contexts; 

• the possibility to create a collaborative space between students and tutors supported and 
mediated by e-learning platform; 

• the possibility  to develop research skills and a reflective sight  in order to reach such 
professional competences.  

Obviously for each item many different pedagogical moves were made (such us re-defining times, 
practices, contents, improving information flows between students and educational services and so 
on), but here we would like to focus the role played by the platform (moodle) to achieve our purposes. 

• First of all from the beginning to the end of the training period the platform had the important 
function to connect and tight people, not only ensuring the basic informative level (such as 
deliver institutional messages about times, dates, instructions,), or allowing the access to 
didactic sources, but also granting a virtual space of acquaintance, communication, discussion, 
and  offering a sort of collective residence, a symbolic magnetic centre to cling to whenever one 
felt disoriented, tired, or was about to abandon the journey.  The supportive function of this 
virtual “nest” was particular evident during the researching work on the filed that the students 
were asked to  perform.  With the specific task to investigate a pedagogical activity in a concrete 
educative context students had to spent 55 hours working in an educational service.  So they 
had to introduce themselves and their research aims to the coordinators of the services, 
negotiate their participation in daily activities, observe people at work, make interviews,  collect 
data and, last but not the least, face the complex and often difficult reality of the context. One of 
the most frequent trouble met by the students was to explain and to support what they were 
looking for (ie a pedagogical function to explore), their position of researcher during the training 
on the filed and finally the research skill and the reflective position as a characterizing 
competence of the pedagogical profession.  This difficulty obviously shows us a lot about the 
theoretical background of educative services in our country and their pedagogical awareness, 
opens wide space of research and indicate opportunity of cultural enrichment and need of 
further educative effort.  But in the space of this text what is of particular interest is that in such 
a difficult  phase  of the training process in which students were alone, on the filed, without an 
occasion to meet neither their tutor nor their fellows, the virtual platform became a place of 
discussion,  sharing, discussion, restraint of uneasiness and disorientation and offered an 
extraordinary chance of re-orientation.    

• Secondly, in each phase of the educational process the use of the platform allowed to improve 
the collaborative attitude of the students who were engaged in collective tasks such as to create 
research tools to be use on the field, to give and receive feedback about their own products, to 
confront pedagogical thoughts and so on. In this phase the role of the tutor was crucial for most 
the students showed a good compliance with the virtual space but, at the same time, were 
rather unaware about the educational potential of the tool.  From this point of view even their 
experience on the e-learning platform became an opportunity for pedagogical reflections and so 
it contributes to fulfil one the most important goal of the training process: to develop a reflective 
sight on pedagogical scenarios. 

• Thirdly the platform played an important role even in the attempt to create a bridge between 
University and professional contests. In the last phases of the training the students were 
involved in some workshop held by coordinators of different educational services who were 
asked to illustrate the principal aspects of their job, to show particular educative projects, or  
focus specific pedagogical functions in their working context. At the end of the meeting the 
participants were engaged in a task of “shared writing” to be drawn up through the virtual 
platform and to be and supervised just by the workshop holder who is virtually invited to 
participate to the final redaction of the document.  
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• Finally the platform is now, and probably will be for several years in the future, a rich and 
precious coffer full of search material for us and also for the students themselves who have a 
further opportunity to practise their critical sight and improve their research attitude devoting 
their Master Thesis to one of the million pedagogical gems enclosed in it.   

After this new experience, many pedagogical consideration may be done but, for what it concerns 
blend education and the used platform, we can say that it was a valid tool to contribute to the 
successful of the training programme.  
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