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Introduction

Thisbook emerges from a conference held at the University of Algarvein Faro,
Portugal, in July 2022 by the European Society for Research on the Education
of Adults (ESREA) Access, Learning Careers and ldentities 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 stillimmersed
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 Linkdping,
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 aresearch 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 andlearning has changed toinclude morediverse
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 Linkdping, 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 Antonio Fragoso, University of Algarve, Portugal.

The chapters in this book reflect and extend on the ideas of changing
times, transformation, access, learning approaches andidentity. 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
socialinequalities and poverty as aresult 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
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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
educationalinstitution? 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 situationalso had animpact for scholarsresearching
issues of access, learning careers and identity leading to new dimensions in
relation to research topics and methodologies.

\dult education in times of crisis and change: perspectives on access, learning careers and identities



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 educationtofoster creative andcriticallearning.It focusesonassessing
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 Pienkosz, 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.

Evolutionof lifelonglearningandM23 students at the PolytechnicInstitute
of Cdvado and Ave in Portugal by Ricardo Simdes and Natalia 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 Cavado 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 Lucilia 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 areturn 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-Gaélle
Dorval, EricBertrand, and Jéréme 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 Natalia 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 Claudio Garcia, explores theim-
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, Nicold 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 therole of adult
educationin shaping sustainable social policies in the post-pandemic context.
Based onresearch conductedin the Apuliaregion of southernltaly, the author
refletsabout theintersection 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 &
Antonio Fragoso
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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

| like to start
Questioning myself

To make the path, to see
Distinguishing (Clare)

[ wanted

lunderstood

I realized that meant devoting time to myself

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

On systemic reflexivity, consciousness and students’ voices 33
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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?

| teach to future social educators in different HE courses (undergraduate,
graduate, master). In my teaching, | 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, | have read
and assessed more than 7000 texts, but only recently | am becoming more
curious—and dubious—about my framework.

In this chapter, then, | question myself, my presuppositions about
reflexivity in reading and assessing these essays. In the following, | consider
my learning biography as apassage thatis fundamentalto enablelistening and
recognizing that students bear different stories, relationships to knowledge,
and their own ways to reflexivity. Then, | 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 & Skoldberg,
2000; Maton, 2003; Simon & Chard, 2014). As a reflexive systemic researcher,
| 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
systemsinvolved in my research. And yet, what is reflexivity ? How is it different
from reflection? Do we really need another word to talk about it?

On systemic reflexivity, consciousness and students’ voices
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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;
Schon, 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 & Tavara, 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
& Racz, 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 &
Racz, 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.

On systemic reflexivity, consciousness and students’ voices
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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.Moreimportantly, he states that claiming reflexivity as anunquestioned
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, | feel
compelled to revise this concept and my practice of it, and to question its
outcomes. What do | consider as an ‘appropriate performance’ of reflexivity?
Am | contributing to raising consciousness, or marginalizing those students
who do not perform appropriate skills?

My Experience: An Auto-ethnographic Exercise

In teaching, | 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), | use
autoethnography to highlight the political in my experience of teaching. |
wonderif myactionreproducesorrevealsoppressioninmy 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 | 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:

| 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 andresources. ‘Poor learners' were
disenfranchised and oppressed at school. Maybe | cannot fully understand
the learning experience of those who feel unfit to the system. Only after
my PhD | realized my position as a non-traditional student, a working-class
woman in HE, with problems with the university habitus, and | opened up to
vulnerability, starting to challenge previous thoughts and practices. | 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), | taught teachers and invited
them to write autobiographically on how did I learn about learning? | 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,
| collected more than one thousand self-reflexive essays that confirmed—
as | 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. | was not asking explicitly enough to explore the social and

institutional dimensions of their learning.
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In 2005 | 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 muiltiplication of
voices and stories in the classroom (Formenti & Jorio, 2019; Formenti &
Rigamonti, 2020). Using autoethnography to booster the reflexive impact
of autobiography, | formalized a pedagogical model based on systemic
reflexivity (Formenti, 2017, 2018; Heron, 1996).

Now, | question myself: What kind of learners are my students? Do |
design, run, and assess my courses coherently with their life experiences,
or am | 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 | 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, | 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 | 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, | cannot develop this argument here, but | want to stress that
voice is an emergent quality of a relationship and a context: in oppressive
relationships, theindividual 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, | 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, |
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. | 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, | can only infer it.
What are my clues? In the past few years, | have used creativity, curiosity,
collaboration, and criticality as guidelines for the assessment, but | am
searching for a more rigorous and respectful method.
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Last year, | analysed more thoroughly a corpus of 18 reflexive essays
written by master students. | wondered: are these students empowered by
writing areflexive essay, as | 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?

| 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 |-poem
made by extrapolating all the phrases starting with ‘' 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
changein 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 | poem, since the subject is often implicit in the Italian language, and the
construction of the phrase is not linear as in English, | had to interpret and
make choices about cuts, already at the level of the text. Then, | 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. | tried to be faithful to words, and aware of my frameworks of
meaning.

| divided the | 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, | 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 | 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, | have a master key for all the locked
rooms. [Then] | 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.'

Inboth 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 lifeinthe 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; | wish | 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).

[ like to start
Questioning myself

To make the path, to see
Distinguishing

| wanted to find

| work

I have chosen to write
| was asking
| explain

| work

Joking with the colleague
[ have thought
| wondered

| work

As | said, | made choices in writing the | poem. In it, | 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: | 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
dilemmais 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 | 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 |
could break the plants’ roots [...] He put in this so much love and passion
that | just stood there and look at him[...]

Entering adolescence, | less and less went out to the garden with my
father [...] until third year of high school [...] | started to notice that | was
accompanied by rage, sadness, tiredness, joy, bitterness, frustration,
light-heartedness. Working the vegetable garden allowed me to fully live
the emotions | was feeling [...] | could let off steam [...] inflicting the spade
as ablade.

| could cut the buds of tomatoes with a surgeon’s precision [...] | could stay
hours contemplating its beauty [...] nobody but the darkness of the night
could tell me it was time to go home. | have learnt there to better know
myself; I have learnt to recognize my emotions; | 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 willbecome a pumpkin only if pollinated. 'So, everything
depends on the context and diverse environmental factors, no matter how
much care we put init, 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. | 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 | composed Bella's I-poem, | 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).

[ played

I remember, | remember

[ liked going out, lend a hand

[ went, | joined

I remember

| watched, | stayed looking at him

| penetrated

[ went out

| did not want to listen

| felt free to experiment

[ felt | could live

| could vent digging, inflicting

| could cut, choose

| could stay, admire, contemplate

[learnt to know myself
[ learnt to recognize

[ learnt to live them

| don't remember
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I had nobody

| was open to listen

[ jumpedin

| tried to put into practice

[ trimmed

[ felt bad, I had not obtained, I lost courage

| decided—I would never have to deal with this again

| was satisfied in seeing, | could see

Ihad to doit, | was ready to, | could experiment and prove myself
| started devoting myself

| wanted

lunderstood

[ realized that meant devoting time to myself
I needed to stop and reflect, | had to chill out

[here, a long silence of the | when the project starts—the subject is
mostly ‘them’, the boys, or the colleagues]

I made [them] notice

I did notinsist, | expected

I will need to tackle

[ had not explained

| was doing

| told we are arranging, | tried to explain, | managed to talk
[ tried.

Bella has a way to express her reflexivity that is not mental, but more
related to emotions, actions, and the environment. | 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. | 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, | tried to explore my theory and practice of
reflexivity as ateacherin HE, a critical systemic researcher in adult education,
and a learner myself. | 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 ‘| 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 exploredin 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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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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