
REIMAGINING 
TRANSFORMATIVE  

AND EMANCIPATORY  
ADULT EDUCATION  

FOR A WORLD  
TO COME

Proceedings of the 1st 
Conference of the ESREA 

Transformative and 
Emancipatory Adult 
Education Network 

(5-7 July 2023,  
Hellenic Open University, 

Patras, Greece)

George A. Koulaouzides & Dina Soeiro (eds.)



© Fylatos Publishing

Editors: George A. Koulaouzides & Dina Soeiro

Republication of parts of this work is permitted for comment or criticism. 
Republication of a limited part of this work is permitted for scientific pur-
poses. Reference to the title of the work, the name of the author, publish-
er, number of the page republished, and date of publication is mandatory. 
Any revision, translation, or utilization is prohibited without reference to 
the book’s contributors and written permission from the publisher ac-
cording to the law.

© Fylatos Publishing
e-mail: contact@fylatos.com
web: www.fylatos.com

Pagination-Design: © Fylatos Publishing
ISBN: 978-960-658-xxxxxx



REIMAGINING 
TRANSFORMATIVE  

AND EMANCIPATORY  
ADULT EDUCATION  

FOR A WORLD  
TO COME

Proceedings of the 1st 
Conference of the ESREA 

Transformative and 
Emancipatory Adult 
Education Network 

(5-7 July 2023,  
Hellenic Open University, 

Patras, Greece)

George A. Koulaouzides & Dina Soeiro (eds.)

Fylatos Publishing 
MMXΧIV





CONTENTS

The European Society for Research on the Education of Adults     11

ESREA Research Networks                                                                                    11

ESREA Journal            11

The Transformative and Emancipatory Adult Education Network (TEAE)    12

Convenors of the Network           12

The Theme of the Conference 13

Committees  14

Building a Nest: Art and Ecology as Formative and  
Transformative Practices in Adult Education 17

Maria Livia Alga

Work Transitions and Training 25

Gennaro Balzano

Covid-19, Smart Working, and New Perspectives on Meaning:  
a case study 31

Claudia Banchetti, Marina Slavutzky

Aspects Affecting Homeless People’s Career Trajectories 41

Sofia Botsfari, Ioanna Papavassiliou-Alexiou 

Discussing the Outcomes of Literacy Interventions for Adults  
with Low Literacy Skills Through the Lens of Transformative Learning 51

Moritz Butscheidt

Multicultural Horizons: Neighbourhood Stores as Informal Arena  
for Learning and Transformation 63

Martina Capaccioli 



Reconceptualizing Models of Learning and Relating  
in Higher Education in the New Era of “Anthropocene” 73

Athina Charissi

The Role of Critical Thinking on Teachers’ Engagement  
in Gamification: the Case Study of the Erasmus+  
Program “Gamified Introduction to Gamification” 83

Panagiota Chatzimichailidou, Zacharoula Karava, George Koulaouzides,  
Anastasia Reppa, Dimitrios Kelefiotis

The Expansion of the Venetian Civil Society: towards a CHAT-based Diagnostic 
Procedure for City-wide Formative Interventions 91

Mattia Favaretto

Dysfunctional Assumptions in Refugee’s Parental Involvement:  
A pre-post study through Transformative Learning’s view 99

Dimitris Georgiadis, Christina Skourti 

Second Chance Schools and Migrant Integration:  
The role of Transformative Education 107

Dimitris Georgiadis 

Pasolini and his “Manifesto Theatre”: A New Permanent Poetic  
Laboratory to Transform Society 117

Irene Gianeselli

Performative Methodologies and Transformative Learning:  
A Systematic Review 125

Giovanni Gottardo, Sara Rossi

De-muting Humanity: In Search of an Alternative Narrative  
for Adult Learning and Education 135

Timothy D. Ireland 

Changes in the Self-Directed Learning due to  
the Fast-Growing Internet: Benefits and Disadvantages  
in the Learning for Adult Learners 143

Sofia Kalogridi, Evangelia Manousou



Perspective Transformation through Adaptive Teaching:  
the contribution of the T.E.S.T. Project 155

Anthi Karatrantou, Christos Panagiotakopoulos

The Implementation of the Transformative Learning Method  
through Aesthetic Experience at Greek Public Vocational  
Training Institutes: PVTI Trainers’ Views, Results, Obstacles,  
and Prospects 165

Ismini Kavallari, Francesco Claudio Ugolini

Disorienting Dilemmas During the Covid-19 Pandemic Outbreak:  
An Approach to Musicians’ Experiences 173

Maria Kotsopoulou, Paraskevi Panagaki, Smaragda Chrysostomou 

Computational Thinking and Critical Reflection  
through STEM Education at Second Chance Schools 183

Evangelia Kotzampasaki, George Koulaouzides

The Kakalidis Method of Analysis as a Transformative Practice  
in a Group of Adult Students:  
Presentation of an Experiential Workshop 191

Lazaros Koumentakis, Konstantinos Skalomenos

Troublesome Transformation: One for One or One for All?  
Moving from the Individual to Considering the Collective  
in Qualifying Good Transformation  201

Deborah J. Kramlich 

Towards an Education of Spirituality and Transformation:  
the Search for Theology in the thought of Freire and Buber 209

Konstantinos Mantzanaris, George Koulaouzides 

Graffiti as a Way of Critical Awareness:  
a Modern Implementation of Freire’s Pedagogical Program:  
The example of STMTS’s and KLE’s works of art 215

Georgia Mega



Modern Challenges in a Constantly Changing World and  
the role of Transformative and Emancipatory Adult Education:  
The ethical and Political Dimension of Critical Reflection 225

Gerasimos Melissaratos, Olga Plagisou, Anastasia Tsiridi, Ioanna A. Ramoutsaki,

Transformative Learning Theory  
in Talent Development process 237

Nikol Nanakova, Veronika Gigalova

Life at the Camp: Intercultural Awareness in the Community  
and Refugee Children at the Forefront 245

Nektaria Palaiologou, Zoi Karanikola, Eleni Tsekourlouki

Reflecting on the Differences in Motivation of Adult Migrants  
to Participate in Educational Programmes:  
Implications for Host Countries 255

Eugenia A. Panitsides, Zhanna Zaykova

When Women Refugees Confront their Past and regain  
their Future in a Transformative Way 269

Maria Papathanasiou

Aristotle’s critical questions as the beginning  
of Critical Questions in the work of Freire,  
Mezirow and Brookfield: Transformative Emancipatory  
Adult Education and Rhetoric Art 277

Ioanna A. Ramoutsaki

Transformative Pedagogy informs Adult and Higher  
Education e-Learning: Looking forward from the pandemic  
to the post pandemic era to Re-frame Transformative  
pedagogical Knowledge    293

Georgia. D. Rotidi, Sofia, S. Poulimenou, Angeliki Bourmpouli 

Students Reimagining Themselves in Relation to Studies  
and Lifelong Learning 303

Samuel Raoufi-Kvist



Radicalization and Violent Extremism Prevention:  
an Approach Based on Freire’s Theories 309

Marina Slavutzky, Claudia Banchetti

Dialogue, Embodiment & Community: 
Opportunities for Transformation in Dialogic Spaces 321

Dagmar Spain

The Role of the Adult Educator and the Ethical Dimension  
according to the Transformative Theory of Mezirow and  
Aristotle’s Theory 331

Thomaitsa Theodorakopoulou 

Refining Adult Learners’ Discursive Capacities:  
A Response to the Current Epistemological Crisis  
through the Lens of Transformation Theory 339

Katerina Virvidaki

The Contributors [in alphabetical order (first name)] 347



Reference 

Koulaouzides, G. & Soeiro, D. (2024). Reimagining transformative and emancipatory adult education 
for a world to come. Proceedings of the 1st Conference of the ESREA Transformative and Emancipa-
tory Adult Education Network. Fylatos Publishing.

The copyright for the abstracts and papers in these Proceedings is retained by the individual au-
thors or group of authors. Unauthorized use is not permitted. Content, editing, and proofreading 
were the responsibility of each author or group of authors. 

Reference of an individual chapter (example)

Alga, M.L. (2024). Building a Nest: Art and Ecology as Formative and Transformative Practices in 
Adult Education. In G. Koulaouzides & D. Soeiro (Eds.), Reimagining transformative and emancipato-
ry adult education for a world to come. (pp. 17 - 24). Proceedings of the 1st Conference of the ESREA 
Transformative and Emancipatory Adult Education Network. Fylatos Publishing.



11

The European Society for Research on the Education of Adults (www.esrea.org)

ESREA is a European scientific society. It was established in 1991 to provide a European-wide fo-
rum for all researchers engaged in research on adult education and learning, and to promote and 
disseminate theoretical and empirical research in the field. Since 1991 the landscape of adult edu-
cation and learning has changed to include more diverse learning contexts at formal and informal 
levels. At the same time there has been a policy push by the European Union, OECD, UNESCO, and 
national governments to promote a policy of lifelong learning. ESREA provides an important space 
for these changes and (re)definition of adult education and learning in relation to research, theory, 
policy, and practice to be reflected upon and discussed. This takes place at the triennial conference, 
network conferences and through the publication of books and a journal.

ESREA Research Networks 

The major priority of ESREA is the encouragement of co-operation between active researchers in 
the form of thematic research networks, which encourage interdisciplinary research drawing on a 
broad range of the social sciences. 

These research networks hold annual/biennial seminars and conferences for the exchange of 
research results and to encourage publications.

The current active ESREA networks are:

1. Access, Learning Careers, and Identities
2. Active Democratic Citizenship and Adult Learning
3. Adult Educators, Trainers, and Their Professional Development
4. Between Global and Local: Adult Learning and Communities
5. Education and Learning of Older Adults
6. Gender and Adult Learning
7. History of Adult Education and Training in Europe
8. Transformative and Emancipatory Adult Education
9. Life-history and Biography
10. Migration, Transnationalism, and Racisms
11. Policy Studies in Adult Education
12. Working Life and Learning
13. Spaces, Times, and the Rhythms of the Education of Adults and its Movements

ESREA Journal

ESREA publishes a scientific open access journal entitled The European Journal for Research on the 
Education and Learning of Adults (RELA). All issues of the journal can be read at www.rela.ep.liu.
se. You can also find more information about call for papers and submission procedures on this 
website.

http://www.esrea.org
http://www.rela.ep.liu.se
http://www.rela.ep.liu.se
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The Transformative and Emancipatory Adult Education Network (TEAE)

Facing crisis confronts us not only with the challenge but also with the possibility to learn, grow, 
change and at times even transform our deep structures. In times of crises – such as the climate 
crisis, structural racism, or a pandemic – there is a need to transform our taken for granted ways of 
knowing and being in the world, this promises an opportunity for emancipation. The idea of adult 
education (lat. educere) as a way forward, leading out from the crises we currently experience, is 
at the heart of our network. As such, the ESREA Network Transformative and Emancipatory Adult 
Education is concerned with researching and promoting ways of learning and “leading out”. 

The mission of the “Transformative and Emancipatory Adult Education” ESREA Network is to 
promote a space for enhancing international dialogue and research on transformative and eman-
cipatory adult education. Our aim is to co-create a vital community in Europe that is devoted to 
cultivating research, scholarships, and projects about how learning can promote personal, societal, 
and global transformations.

Potential themes (but not limited to) that will be explored are:

• Critical traditions of transformative and emancipatory adult education
• Theories of and research methods for transformative and emancipatory learning
• Theory and practice of transformative and emancipatory adult education

Having as a basis the theoretical framework of transformative learning that was developed in 
1978 by Jack Mezirow, the “Transformative Processes in Learning and Education” network, which 
recently ceased its operation, focused on the processes of transformative learning, and organized 
several conferences (in Athens in 2014 and 2016, and in Milan in 2018), where it brought together 
researchers and scholars from different countries. The “Transformative and Emancipatory Adult 
Education” Network is also rooted in the idea of transformation and the tradition of transformative 
learning, and will emphasize the emancipatory potential of adult education. Our aim is to estab-
lish a vital community of researchers, scholars, and practitioners that will cooperate in order to 
increase the impact of transformative and emancipatory learning in the community of adult educa-
tors in Europe and in the rest of the world. Our scientific, ethical, and community principles, such as 
our co-creative and collaborative approaches, sociocratic leadership, openness, and transparency, 
as well as inclusion, diversity, and equity, provide our common ground for continuing to build a 
community of research and practice.

Convenors of the Network

Saskia Eschenbacher, Akkon University 
George Koulaouzides, Hellenic Open University 
Alessandra Romano, University of Siena 
Dina Soeiro, Polytechnic University of Coimbra
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THE THEME OF THE CONFERENCE

Reimagining Transformative and Emancipatory  
Adult Education for a World to Come

In times of crises – such as the climate crisis, structural racism, social inequities, or a pandemic 
– there is a need to transform our taken for granted ways of knowing and being in the world, this 
promises an opportunity for emancipation. How can we re-imagine transformative and emancipa-
tory adult learning to co-create a world to come? The idea of adult education (lat. educere) as a way 
forward, leading out from the crises we currently experience, is at the heart of our TEAE network. 
When we experience something truly transformative, deep, fundamental change, whether it is col-
lectively or individually, we are losing our sense of (self-)direction and our way in the world. How 
can we regain a sense of (self-)direction? How can we lead ourselves -individually and/or collec-
tively – out? What are possible pathways forward?

One way forward is concerned with radical questioning. In the midst of this global crisis, 
searching for ways forward it is ”terrifying because it means giving up the familiar banisters and 
guidelines that we normally accept in orienting our lives; dangerous because, when such question-
ing is truly radical, it seems to leave us with nothing; liberating because it frees us from illusions 
and enables us to confront our subjectivity and inwardness without illusions” (Bernstein, 2016, 
p. 121)1. What motivates our efforts to learn in a transformative and emancipatory way? It is our 
quest for self-knowledge and our hope to imagine and co-create a new, more sustainable, inclusive, 
and just world. Facing crisis confronts us not only with the challenge but also with the possibility to 
learn, grow, change and at times even transform our deep structures. Starting from those questions, 
the conference invited theoretical and empirical contributions that attempted to shed new light on 
this topic.

1 Bernstein, R. J. (2016). Ironic Life. Polity Press.
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Dear Participants of the 1st TEAE Network Conference, 
Dear Readers,

It is with great pleasure to present to all of you the Proceedings of our 1st Conference that was held 
in July 2023 at the premises of the Hellenic Open University at Patras. In these pages, you will em-
bark on a journey through the diverse and dynamic landscape of contemporary knowledge, where 
leading minds have converged to explore, interrogate, and redefine the boundaries of transforma-
tive and emancipatory adult education. This collection of papers serves not only as a repository of 
the innovative ideas presented during the conference, but also as an invitation to join in the ongoing 
conversation that shapes the ever-evolving tapestry of understanding our complex field of theory 
and practice. As you immerse yourself in these proceedings, we encourage you to engage deeply 
with the nuanced perspectives, transformative practices, and groundbreaking research that collec-
tively contribute to the advancement of knowledge and the fostering of intellectual curiosity. 

The Proceedings of the 1st Conference of the ESREA Transformative and Emancipatory Adult 
Education Network Conference are representative of the diverse geography of adult education. A 
geography where various themes interact and interfere with each other through a dynamic explo-
ration of the intersections of individual learning, collective growth, and mutual transformation. In 
these pages you will have the opportunity to read about art and ecology as formative and trans-
formative practice, about work and training transitions and the profound impact of Covid-19 on 
adult learners, especially in the context of smart working. You will encounter a fascinating array 
of topics, each contributing to the broader discourse on adult learning. From examining homeless 
people’s career trajectories to discussing the outcomes of literacy interventions for adults with low 
literacy skills, the proceedings provide a platform to explore the multifaceted dimensions of adult 
education. 

You will also read about the way that neighbourhood stores emerge as informal areas for learn-
ing and transformation, while you will also have the opportunity to critically examine and recon-
ceptualize models of learning related to higher education. The role of critical thinking in teachers’ 
engagement with gamification, the expansion of the Venetian civil society, and the dysfunctional as-
sumptions in refugee parental involvement are among the critical discussions encapsulated in these 
proceedings. Second Chance Schools and migrant integration processes, Pasolini and his Manifesto 
Theatre, performative methodologies, spirituality, and transformative learning, all add depth to the 
exploration of alternative narratives for transformative and emancipatory adult learning. 

Changes in self-directed learning due to the fast-growing internet and perspective transfor-
mation through adaptive teaching unfold as crucial areas of consideration. Moreover, the Kakalidis 
method, computational thinking, critical reflection through STEM education, and the ethical and 
political dimensions of critical reflection showcase the evolving landscape of adult education meth-
odologies. Transformative learning theory in talent development processes, intercultural aware-
ness in the community, and the experiences of refugee children take centre stage in addressing the 
challenges of our global society. From reflecting on the differences in motivation of adult migrants 
to participate in educational programs to women refugees confronting their past and regaining 
their future in a transformative way, these proceedings spotlight the transformative emancipatory 
potential of adult education. 

These proceedings also offer an opportunity to explore how transformative pedagogy informs 
adult and higher education, how graffiti may become a tool for transformation, to develop an un-
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derstanding of the way students reimagine themselves in relation to lifelong learning, but also an 
opportunity to discuss radicalization and violent extremism prevention through Freire’s theories. A 
wonderful view on the power of education to foster dialogue, the role of embodiment in education 
and liberation is also discussed, while papers on the opportunities for transformation in dialogic 
spaces remind us that education is not just about acquiring knowledge but also about transforming 
our lives and our societies.

Join us on this intellectual journey as we explore the myriad facets of adult learning, seeking 
to inspire, challenge, and transform the way we think about adult education and its role in shaping 
our collective future.

Once again, we would like to thank all those who supported our effort to organize with such a 
success this conference. First of all, we would like to thank all the participants who came to Patras 
and presented their ideas. We would also like to express our gratitude to the Scientific Committee 
of the Conference and the Reviewers of the proposals, but also to express our deepest thanks to the 
Team of the Hellenic Open University that supported us during the days of the Conference. 

We would also like to thank the Presidium of ESREA and the Italian Transformative Learning 
Network for their contribution to the success of this event. Finally, we would like to recognize the 
genuine support that we had from the Dean of the School of Humanities, Prof. Manolis Koutouzis 
and the President of the Hellenic Open University, Prof. Ioannis Kalavrouziotis. Thank you all for 
supporting us!

With these Proceedings, we would like to welcome you to our network!

Join us in a world of intellectual discovery and discourse!

The Convenors of the TEAE Network

Saskia Eschenbacher | George Koulaouzides | Alessandra Romano | Dina Soeiro
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Building a Nest: Art and Ecology as Formative and  
Transformative Practices in Adult Education

Maria Livia Alga
Post-doctoral Researcher 
Human Sciences Department, University of Verona
e-mail: marialivia.alga@univr.it

ABSTR ACT

The pandemic crisis has been considered by some pedagogists not as a destructive event of a func-
tioning educational system, but as the possibility of participating in the transformation of learning 
models. In 2021-2022, the Department of Human Sciences of the University of Verona promoted 
the training course “Practices and cultures of difference in educational and care work” which was 
attended by 35 professionals of social-health and educational services. The course proposed to 
move away from ‘expertism’ to rethink the care of oneself, of places and of others, as a common 
good, thanks to an ecological perspective that questions the link between learning and the envi-
ronment, between daily work and community life, art-based methodologies as levers for processes 
of transformative learning. The third module of the training course was titled “Know how: com-
munity art practices” and was held at the Mare Memoria Viva ecomuseum in Palermo. The artistic 
workshop of intensive two weeks contributed to the creation of a new space for cultural fruition: an 
Ecodom structure in Superadobe in the shape of a nest.

Key words: Community Art Practices, Caring and Learning, Ecomuseum, Adult Education. 

Introduction

The pandemic radically challenged our under-
standing of interpersonal relationships: the 
bond between the corporeal dimension, emo-
tional life, and spaces for living and learning. 
We were all suddenly expected to find a per-
sonal measure between risk, health, fragility, 
self-care, and the care of others. The strenuous 
and often unresolved search for this balance 
also manifests itself if we consider this shared 
experience as a widespread learning process, 
which results in two primary forms of collec-
tive conscientization regarding educational 
standards.

The first form involves educational sys-
tems which have actually been in a stagnant 
state for decades. Some pedagogists have come 
to consider the pandemic “crisis” as a break-
through in possibilities of participating in the 
evolution of learning models rather than being 
a destructive event for an educational function-
ing model (Fullan 2020). The second show-
cases the pandemic as a form of awareness of 
human vulnerability, of an inevitable interde-
pendence, and the uncertainty that is intrinsic 
in scientific knowledge. In the post-pandemic 
era, the dimensions of “learning” and “caring” 
have proven to be unquestionably connected. 
According to Formenti, the affinity between 
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caring and learning reveals that the core of 
adult (self) education is “the art of learning 
to care and caring to learn” (2009, p. 1). This 
convergence of horizons between learning to 
care and caring to learn opens a space of ex-
perience and knowledge that is largely rela-
tional and ecological. This means that neither 
learning nor care can be considered property: 
namely, the ability, competence, or success of 
the individual. Instead, they must be interpret-
ed as qualities that co-emerge from systemic 
processes and from a certain type of dynamics 
of interaction with the self, with others, and 
with the living environment (Formenti, 2009). 
Which theoretical tendencies and methodolo-
gies can translate these widespread learning 
practices into training practices for adults who 
are involved in the cultural and socio-educa-
tional fields?

Feminist and transformative 
pedagogy: an ecological perspective

Feminist philosophy (Zamboni 2009; bell 
hooks 1994) and transformative pedagogy 
(Formenti 2017; Mortari 2003) have elaborat-
ed a prolific reflection on the themes of car-
ing and relationships in formative processes. 
These theoretical visions advocate towards 
shifting away from “expertism” (Illich 2008) 
and rethinking self-care and the care of plac-
es and of others as a common good. Instead of 
a training and learning logic that is reduced 
to objectives, needs, gaps to be filled, namely 
based on repairing what does not work, it is a 
question of approaching a “systemic wisdom, 
which requires understanding the complexity 
and intrinsic circularity of the world, of things, 
of situations, of relationships, before (and in-
stead of) wanting to change them.” (Formenti 
2017, p. 35)

In this sense, a valuable indication is given 
by the ecological perspective on learning and 

knowing (Ferrante, Galimberti & Gambacor-
ti-Passerini 2022; Mortari 2003, 2007; Manni-
no 2017). The ecological paradigm distances it-
self from any form of learning that breaks down 
reality into a series of separately knowable en-
tities and individuals, isolating them from the 
contexts and relationships in which they are in-
volved. In relation to this concept, Mortari pro-
poses to investigate reality in light of a sort of 
ontology of relationality: entities are involved 
in a single, infinite, and mysterious pattern of 
reciprocity and retroaction, and this network 
of relationships not only involves them but 
also contributes to forming the quintessence of 
their being. Understanding this radical interde-
pendence means adopting a systemic approach 
towards searching for the connecting pattern. 
This pattern should be interpreted in vital and 
dynamic terms, like a “dance” between forms 
that come together, joined by processes of a 
constant reaction and generation. It is a dance 
of complexity that involves polarities, where 
what is apparently in contradiction comes into 
contact: relationship and separation, order 
and disorder, coexist outside the logic of cause-
and-effect, immersed in multiple connections. 
Therefore, any gesture of knowledge in light 
of the ecological paradigm is anchored in the 
principle of contextualization, according to 
which each and every phenomenon must be 
considered both in its own logic as well as in 
dynamic relations with the logic of its environ-
ment. In this regard, the relationship between 
the active subject of knowledge and the known 
object falls through: the basic units of cognition 
should not be identified in the individual but in 
the unit of co-determination and the self, the 
other, and the environment. In the perspective 
of radical constructivism, the subject-object re-
lationship is resolved in a structural pairing of 
co-emergence (Ferri 2021).

According to Bateson, being “responsive 
to the pattern that connects” is the aesthetic di-
mension par excellence that arises when I ask 
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myself: “How are you related to this creature? 
What pattern connects you to it?” (Bateson 
1979, p.9). From this point of view, artistic 
practices, therefore, help shape the conditions 
for formative experimentation.

Community art practice as a chance 
for adult learning

The artistic dimension should be regarded as 
an aesthetic experience of complexity. As the 
Greek word “aisthesis” (perception) suggests, 
this pedagogical orientation refers to paths of 
embedded knowledge that avail themselves of 
perceptions and senses, resonances, and differ-
ences, and of the connection between the ma-
terial, emotional, and intellectual dimensions 
involved in the learning process, recognizing 
existing interrelations and recurrences.

Formenti’s “spiral of knowledge” (2017) 
proposes one of the formative approaches that 
integrates aesthetic-sensory elements. The spi-
ral of knowledge is a model structured in four 
steps: The first is authentic experience, which 
allows us to come into contact with experience 
through narration, memory, philosophical 
practices, and bodily experiments.

The second is aesthetic representation, 
namely, the practice of transforming the au-
thentic experience into a symbolic one, through 
which we attempt to restore more feeling than 
reason. The third, intelligent understanding, 
is the process of sense-making and meaning, 
starting from different representations to for-
mulate a satisfying theory. It is on the basis of 
this theory that the fourth step, deliberate ac-
tion, is taken. This consists of implementing the 
learning that developed from the process.  For 
the purpose of reasoning, we will especially 
focus on the pedagogical value of the first two 
steps. 

Experiential knowledge, intended as 
that fundamental level of connection 
with the world that makes us act and 
perceive its traits and ours, is the only 
one that allows us to find, introduce, 
and seek some truth and validity in 
our knowledge. 

(Formenti 2017, p. 55)

Experience bases every desire for knowl-
edge and transformation on the contact with 
a radical presence and memory: perform an 
act, rediscover a scent, work with materials, or 
sketch a drawn shape, are examples of actions 
that make the body feel and sense the begin-
ning of a process. This authentic experience 
unpredictably spurs images, metaphors, intu-
itions, and stories, since they are not the result 
of reasoning nor of set goals. These will be the 
living materials of the second step: the aesthet-
ic practice that gains leverage on what is per-
ceivable and on the resonance of stories.

The interacting body – perception, 
movement, feelings – is the founda-
tion of all experiences. But what are 
the conditions for learning? Our the-
ory is that the aesthetic experience 
may be educational, even transfor-
mative, for an adult if, and only if, it 
develops through a specific process; 
pedagogy where the subjective and 
the embodied are woven together 
with the relational and dialogical di-
mensions. 

(Formenti, Lusaschi & Del Negro  
2019 p.126)

Highlighting the importance of the rela-
tional dimension in learning brings us back to 
the ecological dimension that holds together 
the intrasubjective, the intersubjective, and the 
transubjective: seeking and creating forms to 
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embody experience has the power to connect, 
create bonds, arouse resonances, and reveal 
traits of the pattern that connects us. This is 
indeed the primary meaning of the aesthetic 
gesture in a formative setting: weaving the re-
lational dimension, entering into dialogue with 
the materials, acknowledging correspondenc-
es and distances, consonances, and dissonanc-
es, and always nourishing the feeling of our 
need for others.

Tracing the essence of art back to common, 
everyday experiences, through sensoriality and 
the relationship with the living environment, is 
the theoretical foundation for turning artistic 
practices into authentic learning incentives in 
formative contexts. In concrete terms, it means 
paying attention to how space and time is set 
up as a learning environment, how the sens-
es are involved, and through what codes and 
what materials relationships are shaped. This 
is from where the idea of a relational aesthetic 
stems, of a form of art that takes as its theoreti-
cal horizon the realm of human interaction and 
its social context rather than the assertion of an 
independent and private symbolic space. Over-
coming the individual creative dimension is 
undeniably one of the most interesting aspects 
of community art, along with the question of 
the use of open and public spaces. This means 
shaping the need for a responsible and creative 
relationship with the places one inhabits and 
the desire to give value to community life.

More precisely, by “community art” (Sos-
sai 2017) we mean a form of art that, starting 
from a shared inspiration, initiates a collective 
process of creation. In this kind of practice, the 
creation site is public and open. It is found in 
spaces visited by those who have helped envi-
sion the work and who want to participate in 
making it real. This implies that its creation is 
not only entrusted to a stable nucleus of people 
and artists who have conceived it, but also to 
all those who, for various reasons, are called to 
take part in it. What happens unpredictably in 

the space-time of the creation of the work ac-
quires a fundamental value. The experiences of 
those who participate are named and described 
in the informal spaces of dialogue that accom-
pany working and resting moments. They are 
also re-elaborated and documented through a 
shared daily journal or through poetry, pho-
tography, and videos. Accordingly, the learn-
ing of certain techniques that are required for 
creating the work goes hand in hand with the 
exchange of sensations, memories, stories, and 
reflections. What especially stirs emotions and 
enlivens discussions, analyses, and the re-elab-
oration of the process is a set of elements: the 
relationship with the materials and techniques 
that are being learned and used; the beauty 
and effort of teamwork, often carried out at a 
very intense pace; the difficulties and the tech-
nical, material, and economic decisions of the 
project; the introspection and contemplation 
of questions that emerge from group relation-
ships and from the symbolic power of the form 
of the work; the shared transformation of the 
environment in which the object materializes.

A nest for the community that will be

Between 2021 and 2022, the Department of 
Human Sciences of the University of Verona ini-
tiated a continuing education program called 
“Practices and Cultures of Difference in Educa-
tional and Care Work”, which 35 professionals 
from social-health services and educational 
services attended. The training course focused 
on the fact that the established practices of so-
cial work often fail, therefore, exposing profes-
sionals to the unexpected, to crises, and to the 
need to create.

The Covid-19 pandemic made this impact 
even more blatant, and it made relationships in 
work and life environments increasingly com-
plex, threatening the already fragile social fab-
ric of many Italian cities. This, therefore, made 
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it necessary to propose formative methodolo-
gies that could address the widespread experi-
ences of loss and vulnerability, and the need to 
nourish trust in community bonds and hope in 
the present.

The third and final module of the program, 
“Know-how: Practices of Community Art”, was 
held at the Ecomuseo Mare Memoria Viva in 
Palermo. It was not merely a temporary alter-
native preferred over the confined and hard-
ly inhabitable academic spaces of the lecture 
halls during the pandemic, but rather a precise 
pedagogical choice that aimed at expanding 
the sometimes-narrow models of social work 
to a community horizon.

An ecomuseum is a cultural space found-
ed on the agreement of citizens who choose to 
look after a territory in which the notions of 
care and sustainable transformation are cen-
tral. Selecting the word “transformation” over 
“development” emphasizes an adhesion to 
those movements that aim at radically prob-
lematizing the model of neoliberal, colonial, 
and patriarchal development which led to the 
present-day mood and social crisis. An ecomu-
seum is a community place where processes of 
co-creation and shared care take place. What 
an ecomuseum values and protects are living 
heritages.

Along with those enrolled in the course 
and with several who volunteer in the ecomu-
seum, or its visitors, we have created a new 
space for cultural fruition: an ecodome struc-

1  SuperAdobe is a green-building technique invented by the architect, Nader Khalili. It employs the an-
cient method of earth architecture with the integration of modern materials. “The architect devised this 
technique in order to find a solution for the many evacuees during and after catastrophic events, such as 
natural disasters, or in war. [...] Emergency shelters made in SuperAdobe are not just capable of being built 
quickly, but they also provide shelters that are much less susceptible to changes in temperature than tents 
or containers. Furthermore, they are also earthquake proof and bulletproof. In addition to being used for 
emergency shelters, the applications of SuperAdobe are varied: it can be used to build actual houses (round, 
linear, or domed), as well as create urban furnishings, interior decor, landscapes, tanks, curbs, arches, and 
much more.” From: Vide Terra website (https://www.videterra.org/superadobe.html)

ture in SuperAdobe1 in the shape of a nest. 
Building a Nest is, in fact, the title of a commu-
nity art workshop that was held at the Ecomu-
seo in June 2021. The project originated after 
the pandemic with the idea and need to pro-
mote one of the green areas of the Ecomuseo 
by setting up a symbolic and material space for 
hospitality, gathering, rebirth, and meditation. 
The shape of the nest refers to caretaking and 
caring as practices that create bonds and iden-
tities, but it also refers to movement, to coming 
and going.

Touching and giving meaning  
to the connecting pattern 
How does the formative context change when 
the reflective action and the relational work 
with the group take place starting from a sen-
sory experience, from an immediate corporeal 
implication, with the practicality of the process 
of creation? Metaphors and narratives spring 
from sweat, from the silence of gestures, and 
from the consistency of materials. By estab-
lishing a circularity between the dimensions 
of theory, gestures, and actions, the conditions 
for knowledge are created, which fosters an 
awareness of oneself, of one’s ways of learning, 
of social ideals, and of the relational schemes 
and conceptual frameworks that guide social 
and educational work. In the experience of 
those who participated in building the Nest, 
this happens through coming into contact with 
the materials, through our body and its limits, 
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through relational dynamics, and in the bond 
with the environment.

Working with the earth was special 
because it has the ability to bring us 
back to our roots, to a deep connec-
tion with ourselves, which is the foun-
dation for a deep connection with oth-
ers. Working the earth takes a great 
deal of effort. We sweated a lot togeth-
er under the sweltering sun at the end 
of June.

(Gloria, social worker)

Giving back to pedagogy its nature 
of practical science. What fills entire 
manuals in the academic environment 
was experienced first-hand during this 
journey. Caretaking as a practical act, 
which manifests itself in concrete ges-
tures and in sensations and percep-
tions of the body, mind, and soul. The 
movement of one’s body in space, the 
narrative that gives meaning to expe-
rience, that creates relationships, and 
that helps understand one another... 
grappling with doing, doing things 
together, setting in motion hands and 
the imagination. 

(Clara, researcher)

We found ourselves putting our bod-
ies and muscles out there in a highly 
challenging manner, moving a lot of 
weight, and implementing construc-
tion tools that I did not know how to 
use. It was very easy to reach the lim-
its of my know-how and effort, but 
we can rethink limits if we imagine 
we can share and support burdens 
through a common commitment. 

(Leila, social worker)

Taking part in building the nest, and in mo-
ments of rest and contemplation, led many par-
ticipants to elaborate questions and thoughts 
about themselves and teamwork: from specific 
situations regarding the Nest building process, 
to broader issues related to professional dai-
ly life. The most thought-provoking situations 
were often the “extreme” ones that, by bringing 
into play intense feelings such as fear and beau-
ty, disruptive emotions such as nervousness 
and tension, or polarized ones such as agree-
ment and disagreement, opened conditions for 
“transformative steps” (Mezirow 2003).

The effort and silence that came with 
it gave rise to stories that intertwined 
and made us feel very close, as if we 
recognized ourselves in each other’s 
stories: life experiences that are cer-
tainly unique but also part of the col-
lective experience of human beings. In 
doing so, this bond of solidarity can be 
perceived. 

(Silvia, social worker)

Talking about care means understand-
ing how to work together in moments 
of extreme tension, both physical and 
mental, and managing rather complex 
situations. Our most vulnerable part 
is exposed. In these moments, we ask 
too much of ourselves and much more 
of others. We sometimes talk back, but 
this is also when everyone shows their 
true character. How do we manage 
when we’re really tired or stressed? 
How do we treat others? Extreme situ-
ations are good occasions for learning, 
and they’re not necessarily negative, 
precisely because others sometimes 
show us what we never want to see in 
ourselves.

(Mery, artist)
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Chiara explained how she experienced an 
extremely difficult and frightening situation. 

There was an extremely difficult mo-
ment that scared me. As we gradual-
ly went up the circles that formed the 
dome, my legs started trembling when-
ever I had to lift the bags and contin-
ue going around. I was really worried. 
I thought: “I can’t go any further.” The 
following day, I went up and sat on the 
bags. Sitting down allowed me to have 
a calmer view. There, I thought, it was 
like in life: when you want to do some-
thing that requires an effort, there is an 
important dimension of fear, of being 
or not being able to do it. So, when your 
legs tremble, it’s important to look for 
connections that allow us to support 
an extremely open and grand vision, to 
hope for grand visions, and be able to 
support and fulfil them. In this sense, 
the community is essential because it’s 
scary when you have these moments 
where you feel that your body can’t 
make it. In this sense, the community is 
able to support grand visions. 

(Chiara, artist)

The public space in the southern coast of 
Palermo, with its living heritage, was the setting 
for a process of creation, learning, and commu-
nity regeneration. The green area of the Ecomu-
seo now houses a Nest, a symbol of hospitality, 
rebirth, and care, especially for those who have 
become politically and sentimentally connected 
to this avant-garde place of education.

The ability to transform the environ-
ment around us and, therefore, the 
power to act for its change [...] is an 
inborn disposition human beings have 
towards improving the environment 
that surrounds them. And this might 

be the purest and highest conception 
of what work is, and to the value we 
are placing in the creation of the nest, 
and in a community art activity, which 
is the desire that it can then accompa-
ny us as an experience in our future 
daily routines.

(Silvia, social worker).

Figure 1. The teamwork.

Figure 2. The Nest at the Ecomuseum,  
Palermo (Italy).
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The Proceedings of the first Conference of the ESREA Transforma-
tive and Emancipatory Adult Education Network, which took place 
in July 2023 at the Hellenic Open University in Patras, showcases a 
wide-ranging and vibrant collection of current research. The con-
ference examines the profound and liberating aspects of adult edu-
cation, with a particular emphasis on topics such as art and ecology, 
transitions in employment and training, and the effects of Covid-19 
on adult learners. The proceedings also examine the many aspects 
of adult education, including the career paths of homeless individu-
als, treatments to improve reading skills in adults with poor literacy 
levels, the use of neighbourhood businesses as informal learning en-
vironments, and the role of critical thinking in instructors’ use of gam-
ification. The discussions emphasise the potential of adult educa-
tion to bring about significant positive change, particularly through 
self-directed learning facilitated by the rapid expansion of the inter-
net, the promotion of perspective transformation through adaptive 
teaching methods, and the use of transformational learning theo-
ry in talent development procedures. The proceedings also explore 
the potential of education to promote conversation, the significance 
of embodiment in education and liberation, and the possibilities for 
change in settings that encourage discourse.
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