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Abstract

Context: Recent socio-economic changes have reshaped the workforce, created new profes-
sional profiles. Vocational Education and Training (VET) plays a crucial role as a bridge be-
tween education and the labour market. Training institutions must respond to these changes in
line with European policies, such as the Europe 2020 strategy and the 2030 Agenda, focusing
on employability, social inclusion, and sustainable development (Goal 4).

Approach: A The action-research began with an in-depth exploration of the context, using a
mixed-methods approach (qualitative and quantitative) to understand the needs of the profes-
sional figures involved. In line with the participatory nature of action-research, the objectives
were progressively discussed and renegotiated.

Findings: Thematic analysis identified both strengths and areas needing improvement, notably
in communication, collaboration, innovative teaching methods, and role definition.
Conclusions: The collected data led to the co-creation of a “pyramid of priority interventions,”
resulting in concrete actions like a collaborative handbook, targeted training, and structured co-
design moments, strengthening cooperation and belonging.
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1 Training and Innovation in Italy: The Contribution of VET in a Context of Global
Change

Today's society faces challenges, including climate change, the ongoing effects of the COVID-
19 pandemic, and rapid technological progress, reshaping the socio-economic landscape. These
changes create a growing need for skills that can be immediately applied in the labour market
(Cedefop, 2019). There is a mismatch between the skills workers possess and those required.
In Europe, 44% of workers have lower skills than needed for full productivity, and 21% lack
the minimum skills to start working. In Italy, 33% of companies struggle to find candidates
with the right skills, especially transversal skills (INAPP, 2023; Zagardo, 2023). In response to
these challenges, Vocational Education and Training (VET) institutions play a critical role by
adapting their approaches to meet labour market demands. These adaptations focus on fostering
collaboration, innovating training programs, and integrating inclusive practices. VET curricula
increasingly combine technical and cross-functional skills—such as communication, team-
work, and adaptability—while ensuring equitable access to education for learners from diverse
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backgrounds (Cedefop, 2022). Additionally, continuous professional development for trainers
is prioritized, equipping educators to address social inequalities and create engaging, inclusive
learning environments.

In Italy, VET schools aim to develop both practical and theoretical skills to prepare students
for the labour market. However, class groups are often characterised by low motivation and
difficulty adapting due to previous school failures. This fragmentation creates challenges in
managing classroom dynamics and relationships (Vecchioni et al., 1996). VET programs are
essential for equipping students with practical and theoretical skills aligned with labour market
needs and to reduce dropout rates. Many of the students attending these programs come from
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds and include a significant number of young people
with unsuccessful school experiences and migrant backgrounds. These students often face chal-
lenges such as gaps in basic skills, low motivation, and difficulty adapting to traditional educa-
tional organisations. As a result, educators are tasked with fostering a sense of belonging and
engagement through personalized and inclusive approaches (Tacconi, 2011).

To address these needs, the Italian VET system emphasises personalized learning plans, moving
beyond standardised curricula to adapt to individual needs and preferences. Instruments such
as Individual Education Plans (IEPs) and compensatory tools for students with Specific Learn-
ing Disabilities (SLDs) are implemented to ensure inclusivity, as outlined by Italian law
170/2010. Additionally, integrative activities—such as internships, workshops, and interdisci-
plinary projects—play a central role in enhancing student motivation and linking education to
real-world experiences.

This inclusive, learner-centred approach reduces dropout rates, fosters personal and profes-
sional growth, and prepares students for active citizenship. It also promotes the development of
transversal skills, resilience, and adaptability through experiential and active learning methods
(Dewey, 1916; Kolb & Fry, 1975). Support from coordinators, tutors, and educators helps stu-
dents navigate their learning paths, further lowering dropout rates and encouraging retention
(Pellerey, 2006).

Furthermore, VET institutions contribute significantly to the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), particularly SDG 4 (quality education), by fostering skills for a green economy, in-
cluding sustainability and environmental management.

Teachers and school leaders play a crucial role to this transformation, necessitating ongoing
upskilling and reskilling to develop their digital, methodological, and interpersonal competen-
cies (OECD, 2021; Losito & Pozzo, 2005).

Through inclusive practices and a commitment to continuous innovation, VET institutions are
positioned to empower individuals, bridge socio-economic gaps, and foster resilience in a rap-
idly changing world. By combining technical expertise with the promotion of social and envi-
ronmental awareness, VET programs play a pivotal role in preparing young people to face fu-
ture challenges and contribute meaningfully to society.

1.1 An Action Research in Italy and Interim results

VET institutions play a crucial role in meeting labour market demands while providing
education to young people (Cedefop, 2019). In this context, CEFAL initiated a collaboration
with the university to analyze and understand its internal needs. The research focuses on the
VET pathway, aiming to define innovative teaching objectives and tools to transform educa-
tional practices. The article outlines the action-research process, emphasizing the data collec-
tion and analysis phase, and describes the methodologies used and the main findings. This Ac-
tion Research (Barbier, 2007), adopts a sequential exploratory design with a Mixed-Methods
approach (Trinchero & Robasto, 2019), incorporating both qualitative and quantitative ele-
ments. In the initial exploratory phase, qualitative tools such as semi-structured interviews, fo-
cus groups, and observations were used to gain an in-depth understanding of the educational
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context and the perspectives of the stakeholders involved, starting with an unstructured analysis
and progressing to a more organized phase focused on addressing the challenges at hand (Cor-
betta, 2014; Trinchero, 2002). Using qualitative tools such as interviews, focus groups, and
observations, dialogue is facilitated, and both strengths and challenges are analysed (Coggi &
Ricchiardi, 2020; Corbetta, 2014). This collaborative dimension highlights the central role of
professionals engaged in educational activities (Losito & Pozzo, 2005), to address identified
issues and fostering innovations. Indeed, as Barbier (2007) argues, action research not only
enables but actively promotes a process of transformation within reality, while simultaneously
generating knowledge related to these transformations. The aim is to identify needs, challenges,
strengths, and areas for improvement.

The initial focus group, conducted in January 2022, involved 13 participants, including
coordinators and tutors from various sectors (e.g., catering, sales, electronics, administration)
across Bologna, Faenza, and Villa San Martino. This tool was chosen to explore strengths and
challenges within the training environment and to identify key areas for improvement (Corbetta,
2014; Ostuni, 2024). Participants were selected for their stable roles, extensive experience, and
expertise in their respective areas, which are pivotal to the educational process. From February
to June 2022, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a broader group, including coor-
dinators (n=6), tutors (n=7), educators, and support teachers (n=6), as well as 15 trainers. The
selection criteria for participants ensured representation of various teaching profiles, years of
experience, professional backgrounds, and teaching approaches (Corbetta, 2014; Clarke &
Braun, 2022). Observations, conducted across 38 sessions lasting one hour each, complemented
these interviews. Initial data collection used a field diary to document teaching strategies, tools,
and interactions among students, teachers, and other professionals. This informed the develop-
ment of a systematic observation grid, designed to capture key behaviours and classroom dy-
namics including time management, assessment methods, and professional collaboration (Trin-
chero, 2004). This research examines the VET setting at C.E.F.A.L., focusing on the improve-
ment of the critical issues previously identified through the observation and the analysis. Teach-
ers have been engaged as co-designers of the research goals, and the targeted interventions
aimed to enhance their teaching and transversal competencies. Action Research recognizes its
strength in a spiral process that involves the collaboration and cooperation of a research group
and the key participants in the training action. Defined by Barbier (2007) and Lewin (1946) as
a spiral process, action research fosters a reflective path that promotes greater awareness of
one's actions. This process, by fostering greater awareness of one's actions, helps identify and
transform existing weaknesses in the context, gradually improving its overall quality.

The research also employed quantitative tools, such as questionnaires administered to all
participants before and after the training. These tools allowed for the systematic collection of
data on perceptions and outcomes of the training, providing a solid foundation for analyzing
the effectiveness of the proposed program. The questionnaire is divided into many sections with
closed-ended questions, based on a Likert scale to assess the importance of educational factors
and the agreement on specific statements.

The investigated topics include teaching effectiveness, the importance of lesson prepara-
tion, the variety of tools and methodologies, the balance between transmissive and participatory
approaches, and the use of technology in the classroom. Collegiality and collaboration are in-
vestigated by asking teachers how relevant they find designing common activities and discuss-
ing educational issues with colleagues. Concerning teaching strategies, the focus has been put
on the perceived effectiveness of methodologies such as the use of educational technologies,
flexibility in adapting lessons, and fostering creativity and critical thinking. Problem manage-
ment examines how teachers address challenging situations, from relying on intuition to using
external resources or consulting colleagues. Finally, on educational goals, participants are asked
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to evaluate their expectations regarding the improvement of teaching skills, learning new in-
structional strategies, and managing students' needs.

To triangulate the findings, interviews were also conducted with students after analysing
data from the focus group and interviews with professionals. Two students per class were se-
lected based on representativeness and gender balance, with input from the area manager (Cor-
betta, 2020). These interviews offered critical insights into students' perspectives on previously
identified themes, providing a more comprehensive understanding of the educational practices
at C.E.F.A.L.

This multi-method approach, integrating focus groups, interviews, and systematic obser-
vations, ensured an accurate and detailed exploration of the training needs and challenges, sup-
porting actionable outcomes for educational improvement.

2 Findings on Teaching Quality in VET Programs

The thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2022) of the data collected through focus groups,
interviews with trainers and students, and direct classroom observations revealed both signifi-
cant strengths and critical issues that required targeted interventions. The focus groups and in-
terviews with trainers provided an overall view of the perceptions and needs of education pro-
fessionals, highlighting daily challenges and development opportunities. At the same time, the
interviews with students offered direct insight into the educational experience from the per-
spective of the main recipients. Direct classroom observations, on the other hand, added objec-
tive and complementary data, analysing the actual behaviour of teachers and students during
lessons, interpersonal dynamics, and activity management. This process allowed for confirming
or revising the information emerging from the interviews, enriching the overall analysis.

The main themes identified include: 1) the effectiveness of experiential learning, a key
strength of the VET programs at C.E.F.A.L.; 2) ambiguity in roles and responsibilities among
professionals; 3) lack of effective teaching methodologies among technical-professional teach-
ers; 4) unbalanced participation in project design and management; 5) the need to develop com-
mon, student-centred teaching techniques.

One of the positive aspects is experiential learning, a key element of the VET programs at
C.E.F.A.L. Based on the "learning by doing" principle, this approach was recognized as effec-
tive and motivating by both the professionals interviewed and the students, 47% of whom cited
practical learning as one of the most appreciated components, as it allows them to directly apply
the knowledge they acquire.

Another strength is the central role of the tutor, regarded as a fundamental reference role
from both the pedagogical and psychological perspective. Widely recognized in the literature
(Bertagna, 2020; Zaramella et al., 2001), the tutor plays a key role as a mediator and coordinator
within the VET system.

On the other hand, the analysis highlighted significant challenges, such as difficulty in
managing the class, a problem that emerged clearly in interviews with tutors, coordinators, and
educators. There is a need to enhance teacher training, particularly in skills related to Specific
Learning Disabilities (SLD) and Special Educational Needs (SEN). Moreover, students ex-
pressed a desire for more creative and innovative teaching methods, less tied to traditional lec-
tures. Classroom observations confirmed this need, revealing a limited use of diverse teaching
tools and an overreliance on static methods such as pen and paper.

Another challenge concerns communication and collaboration between teachers and edu-
cational staff, as well as among different operational sites. While tutors and coordinators de-
scribed the context as lacking collaboration, classroom observations revealed limited interac-
tion during lessons. Addressing these issues requires an integrated approach involving all pro-
fessional figures and promoting continuous improvement of competencies, fostering coherence
and effectiveness within the educational system.
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In conclusion, the comparison of sources and the integration of diverse perspectives prove
to be essential tools for understanding the needs of the educational system and fostering con-
tinuous improvement. Teacher training, updated and based on these principles, have been cho-
sen as a response to tackle these educational challenges, ensuring an inclusive, innovative, and
high-quality learning environment.

3 Addressing Teacher Training: A Reflective and Adaptive Approach

In the previous paragraphs, the main training needs expressed by teachers were high-
lighted, with a specific focus on the need to innovate teaching methodologies and tools. The
data analysis indicates a strong demand for support in improving classroom management (67%)
and in addressing topics related to Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) and Special Educa-
tional Needs (SEN) (40%).

Before delving into the details of the teacher training content, it is important to clarify what
"classroom management" entails in the context of Vocational Education and Training (VET).
Generally, this concept encompasses a set of key competencies, including the ability to estab-
lish effective relationships with the group, foster a positive climate, collaboratively share rules
and norms, and manage the planning and organization of teaching. These elements contribute
to creating a favourable, inclusive learning environment that nurtures the potential of each stu-
dent.

In light of these considerations, a training program for teachers was designed to update and
enhance their knowledge and skills regarding tools, methodologies, and teaching strategies. The
program addressed essential topics such as adolescence as a critical stage of development, the
value of reflexivity in educational contexts, lesson planning, operational tools for VET, and in-
depth coverage of Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) and Special Educational Needs (SEN).
The program consisted of five sessions: three lasting two and a half hours and two lasting four
hours, held cyclically in the locations of Villa San Martino, Bologna, and Faenza. The training
was developed and delivered through collaboration among several professionals: pedagogical
coordinator, educator, and Chiara Ostuni, PhD candidate from the Department of Education
Sciences at the University of Bologna; and Professor Elena Luppi, full professor at the Depart-
ment of Education Sciences at the University of Bologna.

This initiative, aligned with the Action-Research methodology, involved internal profes-
sional figures from the training institution who were tasked with designing and implementing
the teacher training program, based on the results of the training needs analysis. In this context,
the professionals within the institution took an active and central role in the project, becoming
co-designers (Benvenuto, 2015). Addressing the training needs of those working in VET insti-
tutions allows for the creation of research and innovation pathways based on real needs, foster-
ing collaboration and co-design with the involved professionals. The co-design phase helps
professionals become aware of the challenges and opportunities, promoting critical reflection
on educational practices.

Teacher training plays a key role not only in ensuring quality education but also in promot-
ing teachers' psychological well-being, which in turn supports the well-being of students. Tar-
geted training thus becomes an essential tool to equip teachers or relevant professionals with
the necessary skills to address these demands and to develop strategies for both personal and
professional resilience. Training provides not only technical knowledge but also opportunities
for teachers to reflect on their roles and develop emotional and social awareness. These aspects
are central to promote continuous professional development that prepares educators not only to
manage classroom challenges but also to support their personal growth. Teachers who feel ad-
equately trained and supported experience a greater sense of control and value their professional
activities, experiencing positive emotions that fuel their commitment (Pekrun, 2006).

The focus was placed on several key topics crucial for educational and training work:
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1. adolescence as a life stage, exploring the characteristics of this developmental phase
and its educational implications.

2. Learning theories, offering an overview of the main theoretical models to understand
learning processes.

3. A reflect and adaptive approach, combining critical reflection with the ability to adapt
and respond proactively to situations and changes. This approach is inspired by key
figures such as Dewey, the concept of Mindset (Dweck, 2023), and Maslow’s hierarchy
of needs, aimed at promoting conscious and inclusive teaching.

4. Educational design, analysing and applying methodologies for planning and implement-
ing educational interventions.

5. Training tools, emphasizing the use and evaluation of resources to support teaching and
training activities.

Another key objective of the training provided to C.E.F.A.L. educators was to promote a
vision of education and training as a dynamic context, where no single solution fits all. Empha-
sis was placed on the importance of tailoring educational pathways, highlighting the centrality
of the educational process, which is marked by reflexivity, the building of meaningful relation-
ships, and flexible planning.

The training process should be grounded in a reflective, adaptable, and dynamic approach,
enabling educators to respond effectively to the varied situations that arise in classroom set-
tings. It allows educators to reassess habitual practices and consciously adapt teaching strate-
gies in innovative ways. Effective teaching requires formulating hypotheses, analysing feed-
back, and designing flexible interventions that address the specific challenges of each educa-
tional context.

Every educational intervention should be a collaborative effort, where educators and learn-
ers share responsibilities and intentions. In complex contexts, educators are called to act with
flexibility and decisiveness, constantly making informed choices and adaptations. The starting
point remains the individual: educational planning (Bertolini & Caronia, 2015) must be rooted
in a deep understanding of each person’s individuality, specific needs, and educational goals.
This foundation paves the way for personalized and meaningful intervention pathways.

The comparison of pre-and post-training data reveals significant shifts in the beliefs of
professionals regarding teaching strategies. The findings indicate a growing awareness and
openness toward more flexible, differentiated approaches that integrate active methodologies
and technological tools into educational practices. Specifically, after the training, 70% of pro-
fessionals strongly agreed that active learning strategies, such as group work, promote active
engagement and interaction, compared to 43.24% before the training.

The importance attributed to the use of educational technologies, such as multimedia
presentations, videos, and online materials, also increased, with 60% of participants recogniz-
ing their relevance, up from 40.54%. Additionally, learning strategies based on the arts, such
as drawing or music, gained greater recognition, with 75% of professionals strongly agreeing
on their value compared to 54% before the training.

Another notable change concerned a decline in traditional, rigid beliefs. Fewer profession-
als now agree with statements such as "lectures are the only truly effective way to transmit
knowledge" or "a well-structured lesson does not need to be adapted to different student needs."
These findings suggest a shift toward a more dynamic, student-centred approach to teaching,
emphasizing methodological diversity and aligning with the demands of an inclusive and inno-
vative educational environment.
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4  Conclusions

In adult learning, training plays a pivotal role when it fosters a profound transformation of
individual frames of reference (Biasin & Chianese, 2022; Mezirow, 2016). This transformative
process often begins with a critical event or a disorienting crisis, leading to a reassessment of
traditional meaning-making perspectives. When these perspectives prove inadequate for inter-
preting situations or emotions, adults are prompted to embark on a path of critical self-reflec-
tion, examining their beliefs, emotions, expectations, and actions. This process challenges dom-
inant views and opens the possibility of embracing new meanings (Biasin & Chianese, 2022;
Mezirow, 2016; Federighi, 2020). According to the transformative approach, adult education
supports continuous personal growth and a deeper understanding of experiences.

During the training sessions held with the professionals at C.E.F.A.L., one limitation was
the inability to make participation mandatory for all trainers. This restricted involvement to a
minority, hindering uniform participation. This limitation is partly due to the multifaceted roles
of the educators, who, in addition to teaching, are engaged in other professional activities. An-
other explanation lies in the challenges and complexities inherent in self-questioning and
change. Resistance to training may stem from fears of failure, judgment, or perceived threats
associated with change, as well as from scepticism about the training's relevance.

A further challenge relates to the workload experienced by educators. Teaching is increas-
ingly characterized by complexity, involving organizational and relational challenges alongside
continuous proposals for training and professional development. Teachers often report signifi-
cant stress. According to the 2021 Eurydice report, nearly half of lower secondary school teach-
ers in Europe experience high levels of work-related stress, with rates ranging from 20% to
90% depending on the educational context. This stress is linked to various factors, including
excessive bureaucracy, heavy workloads, grading assignments, classroom management, and
interactions with students' families. Many teachers feel overwhelmed, leaving them little time
to focus on lesson planning and professional growth. These challenges not only affect teachers'
well-being but also compromise their ability to fully perform their educational roles. Such find-
ings align with reports from C.E.F.A.L. educators and help explain absenteeism during training
sessions.

Despite these challenges, training remains a powerful tool for driving change. In the con-
text of this action-research initiative, a training program was designed and developed in re-
sponse to the needs identified through data analysis. Investing in training is key to building an
inclusive and evolving society. Acquiring both transversal and technical skills is essential for
professionals to effectively address daily workplace challenges and navigate the complexities
of contemporary educational environments (Cedefop, 2022). Furthermore, these skills enable
professionals to engage effectively with students, address diverse challenges in educational set-
tings, and foster meaningful learning (Dewey, 1916; Kolb & Fry, 1975), influencing cognitive,
operational, and emotional dimensions.
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