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NEW EDUCATIONAL PARADIGMS AFTER 
THE PANDEMIC? THE CHALLENGE OF THE 
EDUCATIONAL COMMUNITY  
Francesca Bianchia 
aUniversity of Siena 

The Viceversa: Towards a Circular Education Model Project has recently 
been funded by the Con I Bambini Foundation with the aim of enhancing 
an educational community in Certaldo (Tuscany). The community is a net-
work of actors who have responsibilities in the education and care of chil-
dren. The more community-oriented conception partly explains the legiti-
macy of care in teaching as one of its components. The interest in an open 
and equality-oriented education, capable of integrating the emotional 
sphere, is linked to the development of a perspective centered on valuable 
relational configurations where various actors can be involved and mutu-
ally influence each other. The purpose is to strengthen the educational 
community building a network of collaborative relationships, fueled by a 
plurality of actors living in the Empolese Valdelsa territory. The actors rec-
ognize the educational contribution they provide in their areas of interven-
tion to ensure the well-being of children, mitigating phenomena such as 
social discomfort and school related distress (dropout, NEET, etc.) partic-
ularly after the pandemic (Colombo, Romito, Vaira, Visentin 2022). The in-
tention of the community is to create an educational and care structure 
capable of supporting the system of relationships among the actors, 
providing multidimensional responses to the educational needs of young 
people.  

educational community; young people; care and social inclusion; partici-
pation process 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In our societies, new challenges have recently involved schools and educational 
institutions. Among the main factors, we can consider the effects of the Covid-
19 pandemic, the socio-economic crisis (2008), the difficulty of integrating 
people coming from different countries (for their heterogeneity in terms of 
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ethnicity, culture, religion) and the consequences of new technologies on 
learning process. Moreover, we must take into account that traditional agencies 
(family, school, church, political parties) are no longer essential reference 
points for the socialization and youth growth compared to media, social 
networks and social groups that appear to be more in tune with youth needs. 
Referring to the effects of the 2020 pandemic, it gradually became evident how 
much collective thinking and action would be needed to overcome the 
difficulties that arose between schools and families (Colombo, Romito, Vaira, 
Visentin 2022). The third sector organizations have reacted to the pandemic 
emergency with social responsibility, supporting processes of civic welfare 
beyond the scope of extracurricular activities. These efforts have ranged from 
volunteering to charity supporting socio-healthcare networks, often assuming 
the risks associated with the shortage of protective devices (Merico, Scardigno 
2020). The possibility of integrating education in different places, following the 
perspective of polycentric educational processes, has shown the opportunity to 
start from outdoor education, sports/artistic forms, associationism and the 
experiences of socio-educational animation for young people (Merico, 
Scardigno 2020).  
During that period, in our country, efforts were made to counter the rise in 
inequality, poverty and educational failure by developing “broad and advanced” 
educational communities (Luisi 2020, p. 902). This approach involved territorial 
organizations among schools, the promotion of teacher communities and the 
strengthening of network activities within – and between – institutions. As a 
result, local and neighbourhood-based forms of mutual support spread among 
schools. 
Therefore, the approach of formative polycentrism has become relevant and 
timely once again, with the presence of multiple learning opportunities that 
redefine the functions of schools, attributing importance to multiple actors in 
education, whereby “every social space possesses its own formative 
significance” (Cesareo, 1974, 45; Besozzi, 2020). 

1. EDUCATION AS A SHARED RESPONSIBILITY: INTERDEPENDENCE AND CARE  

Today, the series of challenges facing educational systems across Europe can 
only be overcome through a joint effort by all those involved. Education is a 
shared responsibility of the whole community, working with different types of 
teachers, educators and professionals. The international scientific community 
has already provided a wealth of research showing the relationship between 
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community involvement and educational success (Gatt, Ojala & Soler, 2011).  
We must consider the educational practices, starting with recognizing our 
interdependence (Lynch 2022, Puig de la Bellacasa 2017). The educational 
context is made up of individuals who live in a state of strong connection and are 
therefore called to respond to the care needs that surround them (Morin 1994, 
2014). In this perspective, it is essential to care for students by involving them 
in open dialogue and helping them feel like integral members of the educational 
community. Therefore, school becomes a “public-civil space” (Benasayag & 
Schmit 2003), a democratic environment aimed at promoting forms of 
coexistence and direct engagement of the students. This implies considering 
both the content delivered by educational institutions, which should be able to 
pay attention to others and to give care as well as the practices implemented.  
The new ethics of care, as a conception of social relationships within and 
beyond the contexts usually defined by its standard references, considers care 
an indispensable paradigm for addressing the challenges posed by a global 
society that shows serious critical issues (Lynch 2022, Barnes 2015). A caring 
citizen would not just learn about the care of self, intimate others or colleagues, 
but also about the unknown, universal other to whom one is relationally defined 
in the global economic and social system (Lynch 2022). We need to understand 
how to sustain our relational life; we need to be educated on how to provide the 
proper support for the community (Lynch, Lyons & Cantillon 2007).  
The educational field appears particularly interesting to investigate because 
there has recently been a discussion about the opportunity to acquire greater 
care-oriented goals concerning all the actors involved (Lynch 2022). For these 
reasons, it becomes essential to reflect on the practices implemented in 
educational contexts that aim to develop a new conception of care (Lynch 
2022). 

2. THE EDUCATIONAL COMMUNITY  

An educational tool aimed at enhancing these characteristics is the 
“educational community”. Educational community has gained centrality in 
scientific debate because this concept has been entwined with the principles of 
permanent education and horizontal subsidiarity (Zamengo & Valenziano 2018, 
Faure, 1973). Although there is not a singular definition, the educational 
community is one that is made active through the exercise of participation and 
educates its members in citizenship and care. Its functioning is based on the 
realization of educational interventions through: 
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• The emancipation of individuals;  
• The presence of real purposes;  
• The identification of a wide range of actors involved in educational work, 

together assuming shared tasks and responsibilities. 
The educational community is capable of (Del Gottardo 2016, 64): 

gaining power over the management and resolution of its own daily prob-
lems, becoming a provider of services in a real implementation of the prin-
ciple of subsidiarity and in the realization of community work…. [It] involves 
connecting citizens with formal and informal support networks that they can 
find in the territory but also in promoting all those networks of reciprocity 
and solidarity that spontaneously emerge within a community. 

The community is established as the privileged space for authentic encounters 
and education takes on the role of promoting an aware citizenship, oriented 
toward building relational networks and sharing common projects (Broccoli 
2019, Pedone, Moscato, Tumminello 2024). 
Constituted by collaborative processes among local actors who share the 
commitment to promote inclusive and generative educational practices (Cau, 
Maino, Maturo 2021), the community is educational because it interprets needs 
and values of the participants and the potential of the institutions themselves. 
It is an agora in which the exercise of active citizenship is facilitated, 
characterizing itself as a place of participation and because it mobilizes 
resources and efforts to overcome discomfort and disadvantage, ensuring 
equal opportunities for young people (Paparella 2009).  
The educational community is engaged in concrete actions, taking care of the 
activities, promoting transformative interventions and linking knowledge to life, 
trying to stimulate the students’ autonomy. The model aims to develop a school 
more connected to life, one that is capable of triggering processes, builds 
connections with the world and creates alliances with families and territories 
(Furfaro 2022). This approach implies that a successful school will necessarily 
be involved in community building and regeneration as a value and a purpose. 
This is what Sergiovanni (1994) terms the ‘gemeinschaft’ school; the school 
which above all values kinship, neighbourliness and collegiality above rational, 
contractual relationships (‘gesellschaft’). 
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3. THE VICEVERSA PROJECT 

The Viceversa: Towards a Circular Educational Model Project stems from the 
significant experience of the participatory “Libera Tutti” Park in Certaldo (2017). 
The aim is to enhance the educational community that formed around that 
experience, building a network of relationships. All actors in the educational 
process are actively involved including students, teachers, parents, institutions 
and local entities in the Empolese Valdelsa area. 

Figure 1. The Libera Tutti Park 

 
The project’s initial phase was designed to give participants the opportunity to 
discuss their ideas of what may be valued as common good (Laval, Vergne 
2022), what the educational community should strive for in terms of principles 
and actions most suited to convey them1.  
The main goals were to raise awareness through debates, events, 
communication, to train with a training program, co-design with students and 
institutions in the community, formalize a community educational pact, 
mapping experiences in the area and networking the educational communities 
of the territory.  

 
1 For information about see: https://percorsiconibambini.it/viceversa/scheda-progetto/ 
 

https://percorsiconibambini.it/viceversa/scheda-progetto/
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From September to November 2023, Viceversa hosted two roundtable events 
open to the public and a learning course aimed at those intending to participate 
in the project (almost 40 participants).  
The activities took place over these months and were curated by the University 
of Siena (Department of social, political and cognitive sciences – DISPOC) with 
Narrazioni Urbane APS (a cultural association focusing on urban social 
renewal).  
Project activities took place in a cultural hub (a slaughterhouse recently 
renovated). Most of the residents of Certaldo town who volunteered to be part 
of the Viceversa project have an active involvement in education and care 
because they work in formal education or in the field of social and community 
services.  

Figure 2. The activities of the Project 

During the first meetings with the researchers of the University of Siena, it was 
essential to start by problematising both the urgency for action in education and 
the notion of community. This was necessary to reflect on whether a place to 
belong was something constructed via the recursive negotiation of values, 
interests and objectives.  
The second half of the learning course (from December 2023 to April 2024), was 
divided into 4 units, each led by a different educator affiliated with 3 local 
nonprofits:  
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• Polis Social Enterprise (dedicated to promoting cultural/artistic 
activities);  

• Spazio Ipotetico (which organises circus and dance workshops);  
• Circo Libera Tutti (engaging participants in juggling and other circus 

disciplines, conjoining educational and expressive aspects). 
These meetings were meant to involve participants in practical experiences and 
provoke self-reflection through simulation and play thereby challenging the 
members to rethink their assumptions about gender, (dis)ability etc. The 
educators’ role was that of facilitators, proposing activities and moderating the 
critical reflection. Participants were encouraged to express their own positions 
related to gender identity, ability, ethnicity, class, while at the same time sharing 
their life experiences. 
Play with musical improvisation, juggling exercises, performance techniques 
readapted from Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed, created ways for 
participants to communicate with each other (without necessarily having to 
speak).  
The core purpose of the experiences was to reevaluate what they might have 
taken for granted about one another and themselves (including needs, 
capabilities and comfort).  
Since mid-April 2024, Viceversa Project has entered in its co-planning phase, 
aimed at systematising the community’s identifying principles and sketching 
ideas for future educational actions. In this phase, both first and second-grade 
high schools were involved with the finality to collect the needs of the students 
(around 300 participants).  
The outputs of the Project include: 

• Activities that participants are developing with local schools; 
• A “Values Charter”, a document attesting to the identity, intent and 

substantive deontology of Certaldo’s educational community. 
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Figure 3. Meetings of the participants 

 

Figure 4. The map of Certaldo’s educational community  
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CONCLUSION 

Viceversa Project adopted a holistic and inclusive approach to education, 
considering individuals’ diverse needs and learning contexts. This approach 
aimed to recognize and value real-life experiences and relationships with the 
local area to promote empowerment and development for both students and 
the broader community. It highlighted the essential connection to be 
emphasized between the educational framework and the broader social and 
political sphere, capable of actively involving students, families, schools and 
institutional actors. The outcomes from the discussions at the working tables 
and the various activities carried out reveal the participants’ desire to share 
experiences that provide opportunities for dialogue and reflection, aimed at co-
constructing new educational and transformative paths. These efforts are 
directed toward a new community architecture that is genuinely inclusive, 
sustainable, democratic and educational (Pedone, Moscato, Tumminello 
2024). 
For the future, there is plenty about the project that remains to be seen: 

• Whether individual transformations will converge into a concerted, 
sustained effort for change and keener understanding;  

• How fruitful the community’s impetus will be and how long it will last.  
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