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Introduction 
 
The dynamic transformations underway in contemporaneity impact on edu-

cational work: new needs emerge, modifying the boundaries of educational in-
tervention and educators’ professional skills (Fook, Gardner, 2013; Tramma, 
2017). Given the complex, unpredictable, and precarious situations facing them, 
educators are required to become «reflective professionals» (Schön, 1993) with 
the ability to identify the multiple factors influencing their work settings and de-
velop an in-depth understanding of them. Their professionalism is rooted in bal-
ancing skills learned through experience with theoretical knowledge (Oggionni, 
2016). This in turn will help them to design the most suitable intervention possi-
ble for each case they are involved in.  

Against this backdrop, current bachelor’s degree courses in Educational Sci-
ences are designed to provide students with both interdisciplinary knowledge 
(pedagogical, psychological, sociological, anthropological, philosophical disci-
plines) and practical experience, including laboratories and a traineeship. This 
paper presents an analysis of the structure, features, future prospects and crit-
ical aspects of the traineeship of the Bachelor’s degree in Educational sciences 
offered by the University of Milano-Bicocca.  
 
 

1. The structure of the traineeship programme 
 

The traineeship of the Bachelor’s degree in Educational sciences at the Uni-
versity of Milano-Bicocca (Palmieri et al., 2009) runs over two academic years 
and is divided into two phases: it begins in Year 2 with the so-called ‘preparatory 
activities’, and is completed in Year 3 with the ‘Internship at a host socio-edu-
cational organization’.  

Throughout the entire traineeship program students work in small groups that 
are conceived as situated learning contexts. Each group comprises about 
twenty students, led by a pedagogical supervisor, who encounters the genera-
tive potential of dialogue and exchange among peers, by sharing their ideas, 
doubts, questions and experiences; over the two years group composition re-
mains unvaried. 

In this way, the students experience the ‘pedagogical supervision’, an effec-
tive training method that creates learning situations based on exchange and 
debate, with the aims of: stimulating a collective reading of educational contexts, 
cultures, values, prejudices, in relation to both informal and formal experience; 
enhancing the group learning, and of sharing strategies of intervention.  
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During preparatory activities, students are offered 36 hours of group peda-
gogical supervision, as well as encounters with experienced practitioners in the 
course of two symposiums and two field trips to educational services; in addition, 
each student has the opportunity to make an individual field trip.  

The aim of this structure is to stimulate the students’ ability to observe and 
ask questions about educational work, the role of materiality, how to organize 
an educational setting, and the transformation of ideas into actions in keeping 
with recipients’ specific needs. The general objectives of this phase of the train-
eeship program are: to develop students’ critical thinking abilities, grounded in 
the continuous practice of self-reflexivity; to facilitate them in moving towards 
taking up a professional role.  

Therefore, in this transition, it is crucial to help students develop their self-
knowledge and, at the same time, to familiarize with the territory and its services. 
This implies, on the one hand, guiding students to explore their own motivation 
and expectations, needs, desires and professional representations: uncovering 
their own personal ideas of education starting by identifying the ‘traces of edu-
cation’ in their own life contexts (family, relationships, work), comparing and de-
constructing these ideas, acquiring tools for recognizing the implicit models, cul-
tures, values and rules at work in professional contexts, and constructing their 
own way of being educators. On the other hand, it means helping students to 
map out the territorial educational services and resources, recognizing the local 
effects of education and social policies.  

These aspects are key to facilitating individual students in choosing the ser-
vice where they will carry out their internship.  

Indeed, the second year of their traineeship (Year 3 of the degree course), 
entitled Internship at a host socio-educational organization, is focused on enter-
ing in a specific educational service as an ‘intern’: students spend almost 200 
hours in the field and in parallel have 30 hours of pedagogical supervision at 
university. This requires close cooperation between the academic staff and the 
host educational and social organizations.  

The main aim of this phase of the program is to allow the students to put 
themselves individually to the test, experience a specific ‘quasi-professional’ 
role in an educational context, and improve their ability to critically reflect on 
their practice, while linking it with the theories learned at university. Students 
can detach themselves from their involvement with the host organization, and 
think about what they are observing and experience, with the contribution of the 
group and the supervisor. Thus, pedagogical reflection on action supports the 
development of both specific and transversal professional skills, tools and meth-
odologies.  

 
 

2. The features of the traineeship: groups and pedagogical supervi-
sion 
 

The distinctive features of the traineeship of the Bachelor’s degree in Edu-
cational sciences offered by the University of Milano-Bicocca are: the small 
group learning setting and pedagogical supervision as a reflection-on-action 
practice. 

 
2.1. The group: a reflective work team  

Involving students in a group experience is a pedagogical choice: it implies 
offering a different learning setting in comparison with the other courses that 
students attend at university. This didactic and reflective context allows them to 
share their thoughts, construct new meanings and design interventions in an 
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intersubjective way, considering their reciprocal differences and the possibility 
of conflict. Therefore, for multiple reasons, groups are potentially an effective 
means of enhancing both individual and shared learning, and of fostering out-
looks and attitudes that are key to educational work.  

First, the group pedagogical supervision process promotes the integration of 
partial, specific and transversal knowledge, acquired via internship experience 
at different host services. Adopting an inquiry stance leads students to observe 
educational phenomena and question practices; the group discussions stimu-
late them to go beyond the technicalities and to acquire deeper and more critical 
levels of understanding.  

Indeed, the group offers the opportunity to experience a sort of ‘work team’. 
It may initially be seen as a useful container for doubts and concerns, that may 
be resized in the light of others’ narratives; progressively it is recognized as a 
formal space of discussion in which it is possible to define shared criteria for 
interpreting social problems and educational issues. A process of observation, 
reflection, documentation and discussion enables critical analysis and evalua-
tion of the effectiveness of the different educational design and operational 
methods. Multiple approaches, in their similarities or differences, are compared 
within the group, whose heterogeneity reflects the variety of the education set-
tings hosting the interns. This stimulates the adoption of a multidimensional ap-
proach to educational phenomena, and the quest to integrate the knowledge 
and skills, methodologies and tools that are used within different educational 
services. Thus, the group addresses multiple topics: analysis of educational 
events, experiences and services; analysis of educational settings themselves 
(from their organizational to their cultural features); professional tools and meth-
ods, including educational and professional relationships, teamwork, project de-
sign, professional writing and documentation, evaluation etc.; the concrete as-
pects of social work, taking into account the educational value of the organiza-
tion of spaces and materials; the specific dimensions of educators’ professional 
role and identity. In conclusion, the didactic and reflective experience in these 
training groups allows students to develop collaborative attitudes, narrative 
skills, and a professional language, enhancing their ability to analyse and criti-
cally understand educational events, by adopting an inquiry stance from which 
they can think about new hypotheses and in-depth questions. In addition, being 
involved in a group offers the possibility to observe and experience group dy-
namics, which are complex, and challenging to recognize and manage in the 
role of educator.   
 

2.2. Pedagogical supervision: a meta-reflective tool 
The training groups are first and foremost ‘pedagogical supervision groups’. 

In social and educational work, supervision consists of a process of reflection, 
learning, evaluation and scrutiny, that is built up via the relationship between an 
expert practitioner and a worker or group of workers seeking professional sup-
port (Oggionni, 2013). Therefore, supervision is a reflective setting that offers 
the possibility to revisit knowledge acquired on the job, by focusing on the ef-
fectiveness of professional behaviours, methods and instruments, so as to con-
stantly review and guarantee the quality of interventions and identify new ways 
of conceptualizing and planning them. The supervision setting enables the tem-
porary suspension of action, seeking to integrate different theories and praxes, 
motivations and choices, doubts and feelings, objectives and methodologies, in 
light of multiple perspectives. Thus, a ‘partial, local, shared and temporary 
knowledge’ emerges, reducing the distance between representations, planned 
objectives (sometimes not achievable), and the scope for active engagement in 
re-designing sustainable alternatives. 
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In the academic traineeship groups, the supervision conserves these same 
characteristics. First, it allows students to analyse educational models and prac-
tices from different points of view, and to highlight explicit and latent aspects of 
educational professionalism and work. Second, supervision supports the devel-
opment of a knowledge that intertwines different and ambivalent aspects of the 
educational role: personal and professional, emotional and rational, theoretical 
and practical, specific and transversal, cognitive and operative ones (Sorzio, 
2016). Third, supervision requires and reinforces an inquiry-driven perspective 
and practice: students take notes on their experience in order to narrate and 
discuss it with the group, thereby discovering the representations, meanings, 
and pedagogical, anthropological and epistemological models implicit in what 
they observe and do. Hence, pedagogical supervision is essential to promoting 
reflexivity as a complex professional skill: via reflection, educators can «gain a 
deep understanding of the underlying intentionalities in their educational agency, 
[...] identify the generative elements of their practices and therefore modify and 
revise them» (Striano, 2017, p.181). Supervision makes students aware of eth-
ical, contextual, cultural and social implications in educational agency: it can 
therefore play a strategic role in constructing professional identity and educa-
tional competences, which become visible and communicable during the pro-
cess. Within this framework, the figure of the supervisor is crucial: his/her as-
sumptions influence the way in which the educational processes will be identi-
fied and understood, and his/her methods of constructing the setting and man-
aging group dynamics determine the very effectiveness of the supervision itself. 
More specifically, supervisor is required to exercise a particular expertise, that 
begins with the analysis of a particular case, situation or contest, draws on mul-
tiple conceptual and experiential perspectives, and leads to a theorization about 
educational phenomena. The introduction of new models of observation and 
analysis can open up new possibilities for interpretation and operational strate-
gies. 

 
 

3. Future prospects and critical issues 
 

This overview of the structure and features of the traineeship programme 
enables us to analyse both its potential and critical aspects, which may be read 
as two sides of the same coin. On one side, there are the didactic aims and the 
pedagogical choices. On the other side, there are organizational conditions that 
require a balance between the students’ needs and the sustainability of the 
training programme, which requires a large number of professional staff (three 
coordinators and about forty-fifty pedagogical supervisors). The high cost of the 
training programme for the Department of Human Sciences and Education re-
flects its firm commitment to offering a didactic setting that supports reflective 
experience and contributes to the development of a solid professional identity 
and an in-depth understanding of educational phenomena. This goal is achiev-
able thanks to planned, complex coordination within the degree course itself, 
between the subject modules and the traineeship, as well as between the uni-
versity and the local host educational organizations. The university is strongly 
committed to maintaining high levels of coordination, but the intentions have to 
face with the complexity of both the academic system and the educational ser-
vices. 

The training programme is based on consolidated procedures, which do not 
always strike the optimum balance between the requirement to manage large 
numbers (of students, supervisors, services, documents…) and the opportunity 
of preserving pedagogical spaces of thought, planning and inquiry into the 
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educational and training process itself. The dialogue among supervisors, as well 
as between the university and the host socio-educational organizations, is 
mainly focused on the training process, but more time is required to build a col-
lective project in which all subjects can actively contribute to the development 
of a professional culture, and adopt an inquiry and professional-development 
oriented stance towards both pre-service and in-service educators. This could 
be a possible further implementation of the training programme, from the peda-
gogical perspective of attributing value to long-term relationships, professional 
expertise, and innovation in didactics and practices. 

Students recognize the training experience as fundamental and value the 
group pedagogical supervision. They often request an increase of the duration 
of the internship: 200 hours are enough to gain an overview and initial taste of 
their future professional role and job, but not enough to try out alternative set-
tings or acquire solid professional competences.This brings to light a ‘sore point’: 
What professional competences should the traineeship aim to develop? How 
does the evaluation process work? Do the university and territorial organizations 
use common or different criteria? 

During their internship, students personally experience a specific service with 
its own peculiar educational mission and set of theoretical approaches, methods 
and praxes; the heterogeneous composition of the traineeship groups enables 
them to indirectly learn from the experiences of their peers, allowing them to 
progress from knowledge of one specific local context to a more complex view 
of educational intervention, seeking out transversal competences and meanings. 
This transition is not automatic and must be stimulated and supported by the 
supervisor; frequently, the supervision activities are not sufficient to bring all the 
students to the same level of awareness and knowledge, especially when they 
display personal fragilities or difficulties that would require dedicated spaces 
and times to be processed. Indeed, students’ own life stories often reflect the 
complexity of contemporary society: taking this into account may actually be the 
most important critical aspect of the relationship between the university and so-
ciety.  
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