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Abstract

The chapter explores a central theme for future world education: ethics as the
essence and necessity of teacher education in the perspective of long-life learn-
ing. Particularly, the assumption of the idea of ethics as a scientific, natural, and
humanistic dimension, as well as a valuable and political one, is consistent with the
embodied cognition approach and the “embodied-based” training models aimed
at the development of life—soft skills. In this sense, it is possible to identify the
construct of ethical competence as an essential competence underpinning inclusive
professionals and teachers in primes. A priority objective is, therefore, to provide
a scientific definition of ethical competence and to operationalize it through the
implementation of embodied cognition-based approaches and strategies. In addition
to the definition of the theoretical framework, the chapter will also present the find-
ings of a preliminary survey examining various dimensions of ethical competence
among teachers in training at specialization courses for support activities in four
Italian universities, aimed at designing training courses for their development and
implementation.

Keywords: ethic, ethical competence, inclusive education, teachers’ training, embodied
cognition, intersubjectivity, sense of justice

1. Introduction

The challenges of globalization are inherently ethical and political in nature.
Equity is a moral principle, but it is also a principle of strategic rationality for the
“good functioning” of professionals and contexts [1].

The issues of ethics, morality, equity, and inclusion have been variously inves-
tigated and universally recognized as a priority for the sustainable development of
current and future society [2]; however, at both conceptual and application levels,
significant gaps and critical issues are present.
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From a formal point of view, the “necessity of ethics” is interpreted and declined
from different angles and all of them highlight the close interconnection of ethics
with the abovementioned concepts. In the educational and care professions, the ethi-
cal issue, when addressed, is predominantly associated with the topic of professional
profile and code of ethics; however, even for professions for which ethical competence
haslong been codified as an essential aspect of the profile, as in the case of nurses,
and a condictio sine qua none of nursing practice, there is no consensus in the literature
on its definition [3].

As far as teachers are concerned, the need for a specific code of ethics becomes
evident in an era of great social and technological change [4] and of new and
increasingly complex educational challenges [5, 6]. Unfortunately, this awareness
does not seem to be present in a systematic and operational way in all countries.
“Despite efforts to recruit and retain enough skilled VET (Vocational Education
and Training) teachers, challenges persist. Many OECD (Organization of Economic
Cooperation and Development) countries have significant VET teacher shortages,
partially due to the limited attractiveness of the profession (...). Digitalization, auto-
mation, and the transition to greener economies affect the skills needed in the labor
market, and therefore also the skills required from VET (Vocational Education and
Training) teachers and trainers. In this context, VET teachers need to keep abreast
of changes to be able to teach and train their students effectively [7]. The in-service
training of teachers needs to be adjusted to those new requirements by including the
necessary technical and pedagogical competencies” [6]. Particularly, the global chal-
lenge concerns the need to improve the quality of schools starting from the quality
of their teachers, through co-development (people and contexts) in the inclusive
direction [2].

A unique situation is the Italian one, for which, in the face of a recognized tradi-
tion of avant-garde in the field of integration and school inclusion; unlike many
other European and world realities, no real code of ethics for teachers has ever been
issued by the Ministry of Education. This is an anomaly that contrasts with the high
degree of professionalism and competence required of an indispensable function,
such as that of the teacher [4]. In fact, despite the absence of an institutional docu-
ment, there are numerous bodies (local, public, and private entities, teachers’, and
managers’ associations), studies, and experiences that affirm the centrality of ethics
as a value and as a compass to guarantee the quality of schools, teachers, and inclusive
education.

As highlighted by UNESCO’s ITEP (International Institute for Educational
Planning), codes are being developed in an increasing number of countries either by
an autonomous body, as in Hong Kong, or by teacher organizations themselves, as in
the province of Ontario in Canada. Research has shown that teacher codes can be an
effective instrument for promoting ethics in education [8].

This is a process initiated in the last two decades that testifies to the growing atten-
tion to the more complex and deeper dimensions, often of an implicit nature, that
contribute to the development of global competencies—technical and personal—[9],
which are closely related to the ethical, empathic, and inclusive behavior and attitudes
of teachers [10—14]. Indeed, “plans for improving the quality of education often focus
on quantitative data such as learning time, class size, physical infrastructure and
facilities, teaching and learning materials and qualification of teachers, rather than

! TIEP Unesco - Etico | Platform on ethics and corruption in education.
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on “intangible inputs,”, such as the commitment of teachers and other staff to their
profession, their capacity to help every pupil reach his or her potential, and their ethi-
cal and professional behavior and responsible judgment. Such factors are nevertheless
critical in providing quality education for all, as well as fostering universal values such
as honesty, integrity, and citizenship. To increase the professionalization of teachers
and other staff, countries have developed professional codes of conduct in the educa-
tion sector, in addition to the general statutory rules in force for all members of the
public service [2]. These codes are considered as a cornerstone of quality teaching and
work toward excellence in education in several ways: “by building better teaching and
learning environments, they can improve the quality of classroom teaching-learning
interaction, while helping curb misconduct; by promoting ethics, they can make sure
that common values are shared by all citizens. In most countries, such codes exist in
one form or another; as a clearly formulated code, a set of regulatory texts, laws, regu-
lations, statutes, directives, implicit rules, and so on. In some others, they still need
to be introduced at the national level (or at regional or provincial levels, in the case of
federal systems)” [2] (Ib.).

However, their implementation sometimes proves difficult due to—among other
variables—limited access, unclear content, and inadequate teacher training, as shown
in ITEP’s research in Canada and South Asia [8]. Research shows that even in countries
where there is a code of ethics for teachers, their impact is sometimes questionable
due to a variety of factors such as limited access to the code or lack of awareness of
its existence, difficulties in understanding it, inadequate education for teachers, lack
of capacity for its enforcement, a lack of knowledge about procedures for lodging
complaints, etc. [15]. In 2009, the ITEP developed guidelines describing all stages of
code development. Specifically, the guidelines have been prepared to guide countries
on how to successfully design a code (or review an existing code); make it into a
functional tool that will contribute effectively to the regulation of staff (and more
specifically, teachers’ conduct at school level); and help countries put in place the
appropriate mechanisms to ensure the proper dissemination, application, and moni-
toring of the code at all levels of the system (including its integration into teachers’
education and professional development).2

What emerges is a general difficulty, a gap between what is stated in the docu-
ments and the behavior and attitudes implemented by professionals, in terms of
ethical, empathic, and inclusive capacities and their impact on the context. In this
scenario, albeit dynamic and varied, the recognition of the “necessity of ethics” for
teachers is reaffirmed, which must reckon with the realization of a difficulty in its
concretization and the inadequacy of codes and policies to regulate and codify ethical
standards and conduct, albeit necessary.

In the sector’s literature, in ethical codes and codes of conduct, and in interna-
tional institutional documents, some common principles-values recur that, translated
into behavior and attitudes, must characterize teachers: dignity (as respect for
humanity and human rights);, truthfulness (one of the core values in teachers’ basic
task, which involves steering learners in navigating life and their environment),
honesty (with oneself and others and mutual respect in all communication is a
basic aspect of teachers’ work), fairness (involves, in particular, promoting equality
and nondiscrimination and avoiding favoritism), equity (necessary for inclusive

2 Muriel Poisson ‘Ethics and Corruption in Education’. International Institute for Educational Planning”.
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teaching), responsibility and caring, helpfulness and cooperation, and understand-
ing.3 In general, the aim of teachers’ ethical principles is to draw attention to the ethics
involved in teaching [15] (Ib.).

The reference to the teaching process and didactics highlights the strong inter-
twining between personal ethics and the profession, between the cultural and value
dimension, and the political and technical-practical dimension, which in the case of
teachers are almost inseparable.

The core of teaching consists of four basic values: dignity, truthfulness, fairness,
and responsibility and freedom. All teaching is founded on ethics, whether it be the
teacher-student relationship, pluralism, or a teacher’s relationship with their work
teacher’s values and ethical principles [16].

In this sense, the use of the construct of “ethical competence” seems capable
of understanding and describing such complexity. Reference is often made to soft
skills in documents and scientific articles on teacher ethics, although the boundaries
between the different constructs are complex and blurred. “Soft skills, especially
ethics, moral, and professional skill, play an important role in sharpening individual’s
excellent personality by complementing his/her hard skills to the teacher communi-
ties” [17].

We are aware that, upstream, the very definitions of ethics and competence are
critical (as with all broad concepts); however, even if we are faced with definitional
problems due to the intrinsic complexity of our object of investigation, what we can
clearly affirm is the need to treat ethics as an element characterizing the profile of
teachers, as an essential competence of their profession and as a priority theme for
targeted and effective training.

The complicated nature of teaching, in both practice and preparation, encourages
teacher educators to explore the complexity of the novice teachers’ experiences and
identify the concerns they face in their induction year [17] (Ib.).

In the literature, there are studies and attempts to define the complex construct
of ethical competence. In the Italo-speaking area, for example, a distinction is made
between ethical capacity and ethical competence, highlighting the existential nature
of the first as the foundation of the political-professional dimension of the second.
Ethical capacity concerns a teacher’s action that involves the person in a unitary
manner, linking his being to his should-be knowledge to knowhow, individual and
relational behavior, emotional attitudes, and finally value choices [18]. The close
relationship between ethics, morality, and deontology re-emerges. “The choice that
will take shape in the decision must be governed by ethical modalities and oriented by
deontology so that the decision itself is rationally oriented to the good for the other”
[19]. One speaks in this case of moral decision [20] that tends toward a paradigmatic
and operational synthesis distinct in content and field of application on the problem-
atic plane of reality [20] (ib.).

The reference to problematic concerns first and foremost the dilemmas, choices,
and uncertainties associated with the relational dimension that characterizes the
teaching profession, which requires constant confrontation with one’s values, beliefs,
and attitudes. “This conflict concerns the totality of the relationships that see pupils
and colleagues in the foreground and extend toward families and school institutions
[21—23]. Ultimately, a teacher’s ethical capacity is precisely the capacity for ethi-
cal and deontological decision-making. To decide in the deontological sphere is to

3 Teacher’s values and ethical principles (0aj.fi).
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assume a professional duty, that is to recognize the moral case and set up a rational
framework through ethical deliberation in both the content and implementation of
his decision” [18].

Ethical competence must, therefore, be understood as an integral part of the
teacher’s competences since the aspects that characterize the teacher’s teaching in
relation to other professions are first and foremost the vulnerability and dependence
of the subjects in front of them [24]. As Bourdoncle [25] also states, the profession-
alization of teachers has a focus on the moral perspective as a distinctive dimension
of the teaching profession [26]. Moreover, Fenstermacher [27] highlights among the
aspects in which teaching differs from other professions, the function of power that
the teacher exercises over the pupil to realize that helping relationship that underlies
pedagogical principles.

This aspect concerns the reciprocity of the relationships underlying the expected
results. These are not insignificant differences if one considers the double task of
teachers as moral agents, that is to behave morally and to train pupils morally. This
isindeed a critical key point as it indicates the level of complexity/difficulty for the
professional, but also the potential in terms of the teachers’ role as a formative and
transformative resource. We refer here to the possibility of a reinterpretation of these
aspects characterizing ethical competence in the light of embodied cognition; an
embodied-based research and training approach can in fact provide a valuable lever
to understand and support the deep and complex personal and relational dimensions
of teachers that are mirrored in students see, for example, the construct of Mirror
Competences, [28, 29] and that underpin the possibility of concretizing the “need for
ethics” in the everyday reality of schooling.

The track to be taken to support the development of teachers’ ethical competences
and ethical school contexts requires an investment in teachers’ profound formative
and transformative processes, which must necessarily accompany the enactment of
ethical codes. In short, it is also necessary to invest in another direction of the need for
ethics, a direction that explores and enhances the origin and foundational dimensions
of ethics in its existential scope.

2. Beyond deontological codes: an approach consistent with the
pedagogical perspective and the embodied cognition (EC) approach

As Vito Mancuso states in a recent work dedicated to “ethics for difficult days,”
ethics does not and cannot have a strong and absolute foundation to safeguard its
freedom as an unavoidable condition (for its “intrinsic ethicality.”) In the absence of
freedom, in fact, one remains in the sphere of law and its imposing cogency; ethics
based on freedom (hence value and not hetero-imposed regulation) is in turn lack-
ing an absolute foundation. At the same time, it is important to note what the author
emphasizes: the fact that ethics cannot have an absolute foundation does not mean
that it is totally at the mercy of arbitrariness, because a foundation, albeit in the
form of a modest floor and not an indestructible rocky foundation, can neverthe-
less be found. And the result is a foundation so peculiar that theoretical weakness is
matched by considerable existential strength’ [30]. In Mancuso’s perspective, ethics
cannot attain the security that comes from the heteronomous ethics of faith, nor can
it aspire to the absolute foundation that comes from incontrovertible reasoning; but,
at the same time, it is not left at the mercy of the waves of perplexity and arbitrari-
ness. Ethics as freedom can obtain a threefold foundation on the basis of three solid
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arguments: the phenomenology of human civilization (which defines the universal-
ity of ethics: there is no humanity or civilization that does not know it and does not
have its precepts in this regard), the logic of physical reality (the concept of ethics,
even before having to be, indicates being), and the peculiar esthetic dimension that
coincides with personal sensitivity.

The practice of ethics is the condition for each of us to be truly and authentically
human. The highlighting of the “existential robustness” of ethics [30] (ib.), outlines a
kind of ontology of ethics, which defines and substantiates the ontological necessity
of ethics that we have affirmed so far.

This is a very interesting perspective for reflection about ethics in relation
to teachers and teaching since it is functional and consistent with the current
inclusive pedagogical perspective assumed by training and education systems
at the transnational level, which, as we have seen, recognize ethics as a secular
and universal value placed at the center of professional profiles and codes. Ethics
represents an “alternative way to the way of power and oppression” [30] (ib.); a
conceptualization that is useful in overcoming the logic of the strong and ableism
in school, training, and work contexts. In this sense, it is possible to identify ethical
competence as a necessary and essential competence for inclusive professionals
and inclusive education [31].

Moreover, the idea of ethics as a scientific, natural, and humanistic dimension,
as well as a value and political one, is consistent with the embodied cognition (EC)
approach and the “embodied-based” training approaches aimed at the development
of life—soft skills [28, 29]. Going back to Mancuso’s model, the three foundations
outlined can be harmonized with each other, although, according to the author, the
third of these, the esthetic way, is the most congenial because of its connection to the
essential dimension of life, to being, to the soul.

Taking our point of view, we share the relevance of the existential esthetic dimen-
sion of the argumentation about the human condition as the foundation of ethics
(the ethical question is nourished by love, bonding, and beauty that is relational
care, intersubjectivity); however, we would also like to highlight the poignancy and
closeness of the embodied cognition perspective (and in particular our studies and
research on inclusive skills and teacher training) in the second foundation identi-
fied by Mancuso, the physical-natural one, which is closely connected to the third
(esthetics). “Ethics expresses at the interpersonal level the same logic of bodily health
at the individual level. This logic of health is called homeostasis, which indicates a
dynamic equilibrium from which we can see that living means carrying out a series
of operations and exchanges (...); the logic of biology also presides over ethics and
consists in a question of respect and the application of rules (...); the logic at the basis
of our formation following the encounter of the germ cells of our parents is the same
logic that, as adults, must guide our free conscience in orienting ourselves and acting
consciously in the world” [30] (ib.).

Within this perspective also lies the idea of the need for in-depth teacher training
in embodied relational ethics, in the intersection of phenomenological aspects, the
body, social interaction, and esthetics. A training that should not replace, but rather
accompany, the production and knowledge of ethical codes on a macro-institutional
level, but which is on another formative level —transformative, global personal, acting
on the profound change of attitudes and behavior in professionals.

The embodied cognition approach, due to its characteristics, focuses on the second
way and stresses the relationship between the body and social interaction as a found-
ing dimension of ethics. As Caruana and Borghi [32] point out, despite the flourishing
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of multiple versions and interpretations of embodied cognition, two cornerstones
are shared by all the “new mind scientists;” the rejection of the “mental sandwich”
metaphor (for overcoming the idea of a clear cut between perception and action and
cognitive processes) and the rejection of the computer metaphor (for overcoming the
idea of a clear cut between mind-body-environment).

Any explanation of our cognitive processes must necessarily also consider the
body and the environment, including the social environment, that surrounds us [30].
The idea of any mental representation, even the moral and ethical representation
underlying the understanding of everyday ethical dilemmas and the responsibility of
choice, must be rethought in its embodied and relational dimension.

3. Research training with “inclusion specialists” teachers

As we have seen, the practice of ethics is the condition for each one of us to be
truly and authentically human [30] (ib.) and is the basis of the expected behaviors
in teachers’ profiles; in this sense, in view of the shortcomings and criticalities noted
in the first paragraph, we intend to think and design actions and paths to support the
development of an authentic and effective practice, which is consistent with the idea
of ethics shared above.

Assuming the model of ethics as an ontological necessity, we can identify its
essential-existential foundational dimensions as priority tracks for the development
of an ethical essence/skill, as a constitutive aspect of ethical competence.

Our summit focuses on certain tracks and dimensions of ethics that are consistent
with the embodied cognition perspective and, for this reason, does not claim to be
exhaustive. We will focus on the second and third foundational dimensions: the logic
of physical reality and the esthetic dimension. The former is based on the body’s
natural logic of creating bonds and places the interpersonal dimension at the center.
In the perspective of embodied cognition, the construct of intersubjectivity, declined
as a “natural but also biological and social” element, can be understood as a kind
of embodied root (nature, environment, body) of a characteristic aspect of ethics.
The second foundational dimension recalls the embodied dimensions of the sense of
beauty, taste, and justice.

We have already pointed out how ethical competence, understood in this way, is at
the basis of the better known and broader “inclusive competence” and, in this sense,
constitutes a fundamental and necessary element of professionalism for all teachers
since all teachers are and must be “inclusive teachers.”

In order to start exploring the dimensions characterizing ethical competence, the
object of our work, we chose a “privileged/priority” target represented by teachers
specializing and/or specializing in support activities for pupils with disabilities, as
“inclusion specialist teachers.”

Specifically, we administered the initial questionnaire (Annex A) to the trainees of
the one-year specialization course provided by the Italian Ministry of Education, who,
despite the variety of their legal positions (some are already specialized teachers, others
are teachers working on support activities but without a specialization qualification,
others are curricular teachers, others have only occasional teaching experience), share a
basic cultural motivation and a highly qualified training course on inclusion issues.

This preliminary investigation will be followed by the construction of a research-
training design, broad and general, addressed to all in-service teachers, aimed at
developing and enhancing the dimensions explored.
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3.1 The constructs: intersubjectivity and sense of justice in the light of EC

In recent years, the literature has produced studies and research on the theme
of intersubjectivity, according to a broadened perspective that, starting with the
approaches of infant psychoanalysis and neuroscience, has gradually involved
various scientific and disciplinary fields. Intersubjectivity has taken neuroscience,
more than any other topic, out of the laboratories of neuroscientists and into those
of philosophers, psychiatrists, sociologists, and linguists, as well as into theaters
and novels [32] and into schools. A work dated 2018 [33] proposes a review of
the literature on the dynamics of intersubjectivity in primary and secondary
schools, in which it is stated that the concept is considered relevant in education,
to enhance different types of collaborative learning situations and to improve
instructional design.

The discovery of mirror neurons gives us a new empirically based notion of inter-
subjectivity, mainly characterized as inter-corporeity. As Gallese [34] states, neuro-
science has begun to investigate domains such as intersubjectivity, the self, empathy,
decision-making, ethics, esthetics, economics, etc., opening a series of questions
about the permissibility and/or capacity of cognitive neuroscience to shed new light
on characteristic aspects of human subjectivity such as art, creativity and esthet-
ics, and politics (p. 9). This interest has made a “phenomelogization” of neuroscience
and the redefinition of the meaning of intersubjectivity desirable to avoid spurious
and reductionist views and has led to the new scientific approach to the study of the
human condition that starts from the study of the bodily dimension of cognition
(the Embodied Cognition approach). In this field, the problem of the subject now sees
the convergence of phenomenological and neuroscientific perspectives [34]. “Starting
from an analysis of experience and the role that the living body plays in the constitu-
tion of our experience of things and of others can allow an empirical study of the
genetic aspects of subjectivity and intersubjectivity on a new basis compared to those
adopted so far by classical cognitivism, that is, without eliminating the first-person
aspects of experience. Francisco Varela had sensed a similar possibility and started
a course of analysis in this direction [34, 35]. In redefining the dialectic between
subjectivity and intersubjectivity, a new explanation of the origin and foundational
nature of the latter (being as being with) emerges.

The discovery of mirror neurons made it possible to derive—at the level of sub-
personal description—subjectivity from intersubjectivity (man is the result of being
with and not the other way around) and delivered an empirically grounded notion
of intersubjectivity, connoted first and foremost as inter-corporeity—the mutual
resonance of intentionally meaningful sensorimotor behavior.

“The ability to understand others as intentional agents, far from depending exclu-
sively on mentalistic-linguistic skills, is highly dependent on the relational nature of
action (...). Inter-corporeity, thus, becomes the main source of our knowledge of others.
Action does not exhaust the rich store of experience involved in interpersonal relation-
ships” [34] (ib.). Inter-corporeality is the basic level of intersubjectivity; the body is
the priority and the non-further reducible of experience. We reuse our mental states or
processes represented in corporeal format to functionally attribute them to others [36].

According to neuroscientists, mirror activity is modulated by the personal experi-
ence of the observer, and the mechanism reflects something deeper than simple
muscular movement. This explains the congruence between personal ability and
observed action. Furthermore, recent studies suggest that in addition to being at
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the basis of forms of motor resonance, the mirror mechanism is activated when we
observe complementary actions, allowing us to anticipate the possible actions of oth-
ers and to prepare ourselves to respond appropriately [37, 38]. Jannerod [39] asserted
that without the involvement of the motor system, visual perception, as well as
auditory perception [40], would only provide a description of the sensory aspects of
movement and would not give any information on the components of the action that
are instead essential to understand the purpose and to be able to reproduce it [32].
Embodied simulation plays an essential role in social interaction [24, 41].

We have already highlighted how the embodiment perspective changes the con-
ception of thought and mental representations. Understanding becomes something
broader than a mere exercise in abstraction; the contents of our mental representa-
tions are inconceivable apart from our corporeality. “We can undoubtedly use forms
of representation that utilize a non-corporeal format. But it is difficult to imagine how
the human propositional representational format could have developed apart from
our corporeity. We can transcend it with language, but I suspect that the link with the
body is always there” [34].

The esthetic dimension can also be interpreted and enhanced in the light of
embodied cognition; the esthetic foundation of ethics, identified by Mancuso as the
third way, is constituted by the “originally motivating” experience that derives from
a kind of attraction for the beautiful and the just and for the “beauty of justice” [30].
Like intersubjectivity, the “sense of the just/beautiful of justice” is also a concept that
has been investigated regarding schools and teachers’ competences as central to the
quality of teaching. It too, such as intersubjectivity, has a relational neurobiological
foundation and is expressed in the interaction between body mind environment, it
is a product of evolution and is rooted in the ability to develop long-term coopera-
tion [42]. The human response to injustice, which is fundamental for sustaining the
relationship and cooperation between people, is based on the ability to imagine and
understand from the activation of sensorimotor systems, and through these can be
nurtured and enhanced.

3.2 The research design

In the light of the framework outlined above, we propose to begin collecting and
evaluating certain aspects of teachers’ ethical competence, more specifically the founda-
tional dimensions of ethics, starting with intersubjectivity and the sense of the just, to
design training courses aimed at improving and implementing the “practice of ethics.”
In this article, we will present the results of the first phase of the research dedicated to
the construction of the survey instruments and their administration for the collection
of information on teachers’ ethical competence. The second phase, on the other hand,
will be devoted to the implementation of the training course, in relation to the results
obtained and the training needs that emerged. More specifically, this phase will be aimed
at developing and improving the foundational dimensions of ethical competence, start-
ing from those explored during the first phase of the research and illustrated here (inter-
personal skills/intelligence and sense of justice). Also, envisaged is the implementation
of the esthetic sense, as a further aspect of competence closely related to the sense of
justice and the perception of the good, through a comprehensive and innovative training
approach, based on the principles of embodiment, which emphasizes inter-corporeity as
a privileged mediator. Methods and devices that have already been tried and tested will
be used (see, for example, [28, 43, 44]).
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3.2.1 Theory/research hypothesis

Working on the foundational dimensions of ethics, according to a coherent
embodied cognition-based methodological approach, allows attitudes and behavior
(being and knowing how to be) to be improved as essential parts of ethical compe-
tence and ethical practice in professional contexts. Our hypothesis centers on the
effectiveness of a two-part training model in enhancing teachers’ ethical competence,
particularly in intersubjectivity and justice. Through initial questionnaire data col-
lection and subsequent training implementation, we anticipate significant improve-
ments in teachers’ abilities to navigate ethical complexities. Thus, our belief is that
structured training will lead to measurable enhancements in ethical competencies,
contributing to educators’ effectiveness in inclusive practices.

3.2.2 Method

The overall work is characterized as a research training, articulated in two phases:
the first investigation, theoretical and empirical, on the dimensions inherent in the
framework constructs and the second training to be carried out a posteriori. To con-
duct our investigation on the intersubjectivity, with a specific focus on the relation-
ship teachers-students, we have adopted a methodological approach that combines
qualitative and quantitative elements to obtain a thorough and complete understand-
ing of the phenomena under examination. This integrated qualitative-quantitative
methodology, endorsed by Creswell and Plano Clark [45], offers a comprehensive
approach to research and evaluation. By combining qualitative and quantitative
methods, we can gain richer insights and enhance the validity of our findings. The
heart of our methodology is represented by the self-report questionnaire built ad hoc,
described later in detail. This tool was administered in a qualitative-quantitative man-
ner, allowing participants to express their perceptions through structured responses,
while this provided us with the opportunity to analyze quantitative data in depth.

The use of an integrated methodology has allowed us to grasp the complexity of
inter-objective relationships while providing significant quantitative data that enrich
our understanding of the dynamics involved. This mixed approach, with the ques-
tionnaire as the focus, provided us with a robust platform to explore and interpret the
nuances of intersubjectivity in the educational context.

3.2.3 Instruments

Our study used a specially developed self-report questionnaire, divided into two
distinct sections to investigate the constructs of intersubjectivity and sense of justice.
The questions within the questionnaire are all custom-made and are all based around
various papers regarding ethics within the school environment, such as Biancato
[4] and Pianta [12]. This is the first major use of this questionnaire and, given the
difficulty of the subject studied, some bias must be taken into consideration, such
as the desirability bias. This detailed tool is divided into eight sections, each focused
on specific aspects such as general perception, emotional connection, communica-
tion and understanding, collaboration and support, cultural sensitivity, technology
and communication, general satisfaction, and sense of justice. In total, we have 42
multiple-choice items, aimed at exploring in detail the perceptions and evaluations of
participants. This articulated structure of the questionnaire aims to comprehensively
capture the complex facets of subjective experience in intersubjective contexts and in
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the perception of justice (Annex A: The Self-Report Questionnaire: “Intersubjectivity
Questionnaire and Teacher-Student Relationship”).

3.2.4 The sample

The first phase of the research is aimed at the investigation of perceptions on
one’s own competences related to intersubjectivity and sense of justice, addressed
to over 500 teachers (with a 4:1 ratio between females and males, in eight different
age ranges, from 21—25 to 56—60 years old) specialized and specializing in educa-
tional support activities for students with disabilities at four Italian universities.
This included specialized teachers, those working in support roles without formal
specialization, regular subject teachers, and individuals with sporadic teaching
experience. These teachers were selected because they are “inclusion experts,”
for whom the professional profile includes strong relational skills, which concern
responsibility, fairness, justice, collaborative skills, and all the other characteristics
recognized as the basis for ethical behavior, and which are codified in international
codes of ethics.

3.2.5 Results

The data analysis of the “Intersubjectivity Questionnaire and teacher-student
relationship” reveals interesting demographic trends and challenges in the collection
of specific information. The majority of participants are concentrated in the 26—55
age group, with a predominantly 1—10-year teaching period. The primary schools
come from secondary schools. However, there has been a difficulty in collecting data
on degrees, subjects of instruction, universities of adherence, and the province due
to open responses, which would require further additional work to obtain numerical
results. In general, the answers to the questionnaire on intersubjectivity and teacher-
student relationship show a clear trend that is evident in all its sections; the answers
oscillate mainly between “agree” and “strongly agree,” with a prevalence of the first
option, preferred by the majority of subjects; answers with a majority of “strongly
agree” refer mainly to the importance of positive emotions and empathy in the
relationship with students (see for es. Annex B: the Figures n. 4, 7, 12).

The item analysis reveals interesting details.

In the first item of Section 1, “I believe that positive teacher-student relationships
contribute to a better learning environment,” the remarkable 75.5% of responses
“strongly agree” suggests a broad consensus on the importance of positive relation-
ships. In Section 4, relating to “collaboration and support”, the item “I involve stu-
dents in decision-making when appropriate “highlights a 15% of “neutral” responses,
suggesting a variety of opinions on engaging decision-making. The second statement
in Section 4, “I believe students should have a voice in defining the learning environ-
ment,” shows a 17.2% of “neutral” responses and a 4.5% of “disagreement,” indicating
a divergence of views on student participation in defining the learning environment
(Annex C). As regards the three questions of Section 6, “technology and communica-
tion,” “neutral” answers between 21.9% and 22.7% indicate moderate indecision or
ambivalence regarding these aspects, stressing the importance of further investiga-
tion to better understand the dynamics of technology and communication in the
teacher-student relationship (see for es. Annex D: the Figures: 31, 33).

As for the section dedicated to the construct “sense of justice,”, of particular
interest is the predominant answer to the last question, where it is stressed that the
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application of justice in school mainly concerns “the observance of the rules by all
subjects” (Annex E).

The analysis of the answers obtained from the questionnaire revealed a correlation,
albeit small, in a range of Spearman between weak and moderate among the items
considered. In addition, significant differences emerged between men and women for
some specific items, including 6 (I believe that fostering a sense of community in the
classroom is essential for effective teaching), 13 (I actively listen to students during class
discussions), 14 (I seek feedback from students on my teaching methods), 16 (I am open
to constructive criticism from students and use them to improve my teaching), and 27
(Respect and value cultural differences between my students)highlighting variations in
gender responses. On the contrary, as regards the schools of origin, no significant differ-
ences were found for any of the items, suggesting consistency in the answers regardless
of the school origin. These results provide an important perspective in the analysis of
questionnaire responses, highlighting gender dynamics and suggesting a uniformity of
perceptions between the different schools involved in the study.

4. Discussion, conclusions, and perspectives

We started by reflecting on the theme of the “need for ethics” as an essential aspect
of the teachers’ professional profile (ethical competence), recognized and affirmed by
international documents, and by noting the gap between what is stated in the teachers’
ethical codes—where they exist—and the concrete processes and actions at school (par-
ticularly with regard to ethical practices directly related to guaranteeing equitable and
inclusive schools). We have, therefore, attempted to understand the nature of ethics as an
existential practice, before being professional, through the assumption of a model con-
sistent with the embodied cognition perspective, to highlight its foundational dimensions
from a different perspective. At the same time, we have designed a research-training
course that has seen the initial involvement of over 500 teachers in training at four Italian
universities, to begin investigating two dimensions that constitute essential elements of
ethical competence and, from the second part of the academic year, to devise a path for
the empowerment of these dimensions, through an “embodied-based” training approach.

In summary, this contribution intends to offer an original and integrative key to
the theme/problem of the ethical competence of teachers, beyond that proposed by
the institutional documents, and to the still open question of research and training on
complex personal dimensions, connected to the “soft skills” of professionals, such as
those relating to ethics.

Through the administration of the questionnaire, we were able to collect data on
teachers’ perceptions of the dimensions of ethical competence, which constitute an
initial corpus from which to draw information in need of further investigation. In fact, in
addition to the methodological limitations inherent in the research design (lack of a con-
trol sample, questionnaire not yet validated, exclusive use of a self-report instrument),
the social desirability bias hypothesis must always be considered, which, being difficult
to measure, may have influenced the results. However, we feel it is important to have
opened a systematic and documented investigation space on such a complex subject, by
focusing on aspects that are generally still under the radar (or taken “for granted”) in the
teaching profession. In general, the information gathered is useful for formulating new
research hypotheses and, secondly, for devising ad hoc development and training paths.

As we have seen, the questionnaire reveals a general perception of the importance
of the quality of the teacher-pupil relationship, but the answers on teachers’ behavior
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do not always support this perception. For example, awareness and/or willingness
toward practices of co-participation, co-planning, and sharing of choices with pupils,
which are instead essential to support self-determination and the ability to make
choices, recognition, and empowerment, as indicators of the practice of an ethics
of relationships, are less evident. With reference to the connection with equity and
inclusion, it is of relevance that these teachers’ behaviors and attitudes (educating for
choice; building opportunities for recognition and empowerment...) are useful for all
learners to foster their education as adults and aware citizens but are indispensable
precisely for those learners with fragility and/or at risk of exclusion. The absence of
this kind of “stimulation” on the part of teachers and the learning environment, as
the biopsychosocial perspective of the International Classification of Functioning
[17] and the social model of disability [46—48] well point out, represents a disabling
factor, a barrier to the development of learners’ life skills and to inclusion.

Regarding the section dedicated to the construct “sense of justice,” of particular
interest is the predominant response to the last question, where it is stressed that the
application of justice at school, for most teachers (86.2%) mainly concerns “the obser-
vance of rules by all subjects.” This suggests a prevailing idea of “justice” at school
related to obedience/observance of the rules, therefore hetero-directed, determined
by mainstream culture; a narrow idea of justice disembodied from experiences and
esthetic sense and scarcely connected with educational action. However, it is interest-
ing to note that, given the choice of more than one option, the second choice falls on
items related to relationships (with pupils, with families, with colleagues) for a total
percentage of 64% of responses. Even though an “abstract” idea of right as arule, as a
duty to be, is predominant, the perception of the relationship between a sense of right
and relational experience is relevant. On this perception it is possible to open a space
for reflection and action in a formative and transformative sense on one’s own way
of being an “ethical teacher” and on the impact on interpersonal relational practices.
Finally, it seems important to note that the questionnaire was administered to a
population of teachers who are particularly attentive and trained (and in training)
precisely on the issues of relationships and inclusion; therefore, we can assume that
the shortcomings noted here are present and—probably amplified—in most teachers.

In the light of these results, the second phase of the research training will be
launched, as described in the previous paragraph. Beyond the enhancement of what
we consider to be the foundational dimensions of ethics, and thus the improvement of
teachers’ ethics practice, training according to an “EC-based” approach represents an
opportunity to rethink and experiment with innovative and functional ways of devel-
oping the complex competences of professionals in the current and future challeng-
ing scenario. The elements characterizing our approach can be identified along two
lines: the first, based on the embodiment paradigm, contemplates, and valorizes key
aspects that are transversal to other training paradigms and models (art, narration,
metaphor, emotions, reflexivity) and the second focuses on some “original” elements,
pertaining to disciplinary fields in dialog with neurosciences, which are reinterpreted
and declined in “EC- based” training settings [43, 49]. During training, the body
becomes the protagonist, experiencing itself in such a way as to increase the centrality
of the existential, interbody emotional, perceptive, and reflexive dimension, both
in the learning process and in human relations, to highlight how the environment
influences the expression of one’s emotional states and is essential for the structuring
of ethical and creative empathic relations [50].

Specifically, the answers to the questions in sections 2—5 provide data in the area
of intersubjectivity and those in Section 8 on the sense of justice. At this stage of
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our study and on this specific object (exploration of the essential dimensions of the
construct of ethical competence), it is not possible to identify the presence/ lack
of intersubjectivity and the sense of justice in terms of entity and objectivity (of
objectifiable substance), binary (presence yes/absence no) or quantitative (levels
of presence or lack) as these are complex dimensions, hardly reducible to singular
measurable elements, particularly in the educational field, where they acquire value
only if considered from an ecological-relational perspective.

Therefore, it is possible to start up a hermeneutic-phenomenological participatory
reflective process according to a research-training approach (within a general Mixed
Method design) that also makes use of quantitative data [51]. For this purpose, collec-
tive meetings and focus groups have been planned with the teachers involved, to be
held by the end of this school year, for the presentation and discussion of the ques-
tionnaire results. For the next academic year, embodied-based training workshops
are planned. The analysis of the results of the questionnaire and of these courses will
contribute to the definition of a broad general research-training design for all in-
service teachers. In summary, the information obtained from the questionnaire and
discussed with the teachers is useful for two purposes:

1. To encourage debate on ethical competence and the focusing of its essential
dimensions, in relation to the teaching profession.

2.To support the reflective and transformative processes of expert teachers on
inclusion (and then of all teachers) on the dimensions of ethical competence,
through the implementation of coherent training approaches.

These are transformative paths, which foster the acquisition of awareness of one’s
own ideas, knowledge, and teaching and relational practices, through participation
in workshop and experiential paths that support the development of the embodied
dimensions of intersubjectivity and sense of justice. We know how, according to the
embodied cognition perspective, intersubjectivity is mediated by intercorporeality
and the body, as a “pre-reflective and preverbal vehicle, capable of transferring mean-
ings from one person to another” [34].

The embodied cognitive process utilizes bodily representations (motor, sensory,
affective) in the execution of a cognitive learning task. Through the mechanism of
embodied simulation, empathy is experienced as a transformative relational experi-
ence that allows the subject to “move away from his own body to enter that of others”
[52], favoring the perception of oneself and one’s way of being in relation to others.
The embodied decision-making mechanism, acquired through experience and con-
stantly subject to change “guides” [53] the individual in personal behavioral choices
“like a kind of wisdom derived from the body” ([32], p. 25). Within this framework,
the “EC -based” training strategies that will be used in the paths with teachers are
based on the following aspects: social learning, art and corporeity, imagination and
dreaming, body relaxation and mindfulness, reflexivity and storytelling, and creativ-
ity and foresight. The group and in-presence participation constitute the privileged
setting for this type of training, but blended modalities are also being tested, which
alternate between collective in-presence moments and collective and individual
remote moments.

The ultimate aim of EC-based training is consistent with and functional to the
development of relational ethical competence, the foundation of professionals’ soft
skills.
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Annex: Questionnaire on intersubjectivity and teacher-student
relationship for teachers

Welcome to our questionnaire on Intersubjectivity and the Student-Teacher
Relationship! Your participation is crucial for a better understanding of these ele-
ments in the field of education. We kindly ask you to share your experiences and
opinions sincerely. The questionnaire is anonymous, and the data will be treated in an
aggregated manner, purely for research purposes. Your responses will contribute to a
deeper understanding of the dynamics between students and teachers.

Please complete the questionnaire within ONE WEEK.

Thank you very much for your time and valuable participation!

Section 0: Personal data.

Answecthe appropriate box.

Select your gender:

« Male

« Female

« Other

Select your years of teaching;:
|

. 1-5

« 6-10

+ 11-15

¢ 16—20

+ 21-25

+ 25-30

« 30+

Select the school level where you teach:
« Preschool

+ Primary school

+ Lower secondary school

+ Upper secondary school
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Indicate your teaching subject:
(Open-ended response)
List all types of degrees you hold:

High school diploma (secondary school, technical, professional...)

« First-cycle university degree (Bachelor’s degree)
+ Third-cycle university degree (Ph.D.)

+ Other degrees (Specialization diploma, First/Second-level Master’s, Advanced

diploma...)

+ High artistic, musical, and dance education degree (First and second-level

academic diploma))

+ Specialization for teaching support activities for students with disabilities

+ Other (Open-ended response)

Indicate your affiliated university:

(Open-ended response)

Indicate your province of residence:

(Open-ended response)

Instructions: Respond to the following statements by indicating the extent to

which you agree or disagree. Use the scale below:

16

Strongly Disagree.
Disagree.
Neutral.

Agree.

Strongly Agree.
Section 1: General perception

The atmosphere in my class promotes open communication with students.

+ I feel comfortable expressing my expectations and concerns to students.
+ T actively encourage student participation and interest in my lessons.

+ I believe positive teacher-student relationships contribute to a better learning

environment.

+ I am aware of the impact my interactions with students can have on their overall

school experience.

+ Ibelieve fostering a sense of community in class is essential for effective

teaching.
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Section 2: Emotional connection

+ I make an effort to understand the emotions and concerns of my students.

I address the emotional needs of my students in a supportive manner.
+ There is a sense of mutual respect between me and my students.

« I am aware of the emotional climate in my class and its influence on the learning
process.

« T actively work to create a positive emotional environment for my students.

I believe expressing empathy is crucial for building strong teacher-student
relationships.

Section 3: Communication and understanding

I actively listen to students during class discussions.

I seek feedback from students on my teaching methods.

I strive to understand the perspectives and experiences of my students.

I am open to constructive criticism from students and use it to improve my
teaching.

I provide clear and consistent communication about expectations and
assignments.

I believe effective communication is fundamental for building strong teacher-
student relationships.

Section 4: Collaboration and support
« I involve students in decision-making processes when appropriate.

« I provide support to students in achieving their academic goals.

Collaborative projects and group activities enhance the relationship between me
and my students.

I encourage a sense of teamwork and collaboration among students in my
lessons.

I believe students should have a voice in shaping the learning environment.

I am available and accessible to students seeking guidance or support.
Section 5: Cultural sensitivity
+ I demonstrate cultural sensitivity and inclusivity in my teaching.

+ The curriculum I use includes diverse perspectives and experiences.
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+ I respect and value cultural differences among my students.

I actively incorporate cultural awareness into my teaching practices.

I believe promoting cultural understanding contributes to a positive classroom
environment.

+ T am committed to creating an inclusive and culturally responsive learning space.
Section 6: Technology and communication
+ I effectively use technology to facilitate communication with students.

+ Online platforms and tools are integrated into my teaching to enhance
communication.

+ I actively explore new technologies to improve communication and engagement
in my lessons.

Section 7: Overall satisfaction

+ Overall, I am satisfied with the level of intersubjectivity in my teaching
environment.

+ The teacher-student relationship in my school positively contributes to the learn-
ing environment.

+ I believe continuous professional development can improve teacher-student
relationships.

Section 8: Sense of justice
+ I consider justice central to my teaching profession.
+ I believe it would be useful to discuss justice at school with my colleagues.

+ When making decisions involving students, I try to clearly explain the reasons
behind the choices made.

I encourage the fair and objective participation of all students.

I feel that discussing justice at school is beneficial for both teachers and students.

The application of justice at school primarily concerns (Max 2 responses):

+ Adherence to rules by students

Adherence to rules by teachers

Adherence to rules by all parties

Relationship with students

Relationship with colleagues and the school principal
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Relationship with families

Curriculum planning

« Teacher preparation

Other (Open-ended response)
B.Annex

See Figure B1.

4. | believe positive teacher-student relationships contribute to a better learning
environment.

517 answers

@ 1. Strongly Disagree
@ 2. Disagree

@ 3. Neutral

@ 4. Agree

@ 5.Strongly Agree

7. | make an effort to understand the emotions and concerns of my students.

517 answers

@ 1. Strongly Disagree
@ 2. Disagree

@ 3. Neutral

@ 4. Agree

@ 5.5trongly Agree

12. | believe expressing empathy is crucial for building strong teacher-student relationships.

517 answers
@ 1.Strongly Disagree
@ 2. Disagree
@ 3. Neutral
@ 4. Agree
@ 5.5trongly Agree
Figure B1.

Pie Charts illustrating teachers’ responses to key questions on intersubjectivity and teacher-student relationships.
The overwhelming majority of participants indicated ‘Strongly Agree’ to statements emphasizing the importance

of positive teacher-student relationships, empathy, and understanding students’ emotions and concerns in fostering
a conducive learning environment.
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C.Annex
See Figure C1.

19. | involve students in decision-making processes when appropriate.
517 answers

@ 1.5trongly Disagree
@ 2. Disagree

@ 3. Neutral

@ 4. Agree

@ 5.5trongly Agree

23. | believe students should have a voice in shaping the learning environment.
517 answers

@ 1. Strongly Disagree
@ 2. Disagree

@ 3. Neutral

@ 4. Agree

@ 5.Strongly Agree

Figure C1.

Pie charts depicting the distribution of responses from teachers participating in the “Collaboration and Support”
section. While a significant portion of subjects indicated ‘Agree’ to statements regarding student involvement in
decision-making processes and shaping the learning environment, notable proportions also expressed ‘Neutral” and
‘Strongly Agree.” This suggests a spectrum of perspectives among educators regarding student empowerment and
participation in educational decision-making.
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D.Annex

See Figure D1.

31. | effectively use technology to facilitate communication with students.
517 answers

@ 1.5trongly Disagree
@ 2. Disagree

@ 3. Neutral

@ 4. Agree

@ 5.Strongly Agree

32. Online platforms and tools are integrated into my teaching to enhance
communication.
517 answers

@ 1.Strongly Disagree
@ 2. Disagree

@ 3. Neutral

@ 4. Agree

@ 5.5trongly Agree

Figure D1.

Distribution of Responses from Teachers on the “Technology and communication” section, depicting the utilization
of technology for communication in teaching. While a majority of subjects responded with ‘Agree,” notable
proportions also indicated "Neutral” and ‘Strongly Agree.” This suggests varying levels of adoption and perception
regarding the effective use of technology for facilitating communication with students and integrating online
platforms into teaching practices.
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E.Annex

See Figure E1.

42. The application of justice at school primarily concerns (Max 2 responses):
517 answers

Adherence to rules by students
Adherence to rules by teachers
Adherence to rules by all parties
Relationship with students
Relationship with colleagues and the school principal 102 (19,7%)
Relationship with families 120 (23,2%)
Curriculum planning I 31 (15,7%)
Teacher preparation |35 (6,8%)
Building a sense of community |—1 (0,2%)
Mutual respect among EVERYONE!|—1 (0,2%)
| don't understand the question|—1 (0,2%)
Coherenece between what you ask and what you give|—1 (0,2%)
Relationships among everyone |1 (0,2%)
Relationship between everybody |1 (0,2%)
Balanced relationship among everyone|—1 (0,2%)
-1 (0,2%)
The relationship between all subjects|—1 (0,2%)
The relationship among all subjects}—2 (0,4%)
coherenece between message and behaviour —1 (0,2%)
freedom to express you own self |1 (0,2%)
It's about all these subjects|—1 (0,2%)
Understanding students needs [—1 (0,2%)
assert their rights 1 (0,2%)

0 100 200 300 400 500

83 (16,1%)
57 (11%)

445 (86,1%)
147 (28 4%)

Figure E1.

Bar Graph Depicting Responses to the Open-Ended Question in the ‘Sense of Justice” Section: “The application
of justice at school primarily concerns...” The most voted answer, ‘Adherence to rules by all parties,” indicates a
prevalent perspective among respondents regarding the primary focus of justice application within the school
environment.
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