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procedural skills. From a research perspective, this demands robust research
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inform evidence-based policies. Equally importantis the connection between theory
and practice, which helps to bridge the persistent gap between universities and
schools.
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Abstract

The connection between teacher training, both initial and in-service, and the quality of education has
been extensively discussed, particularly since the enactment of Law 107/2015. The emphasis has
primarily been on formal training, which, however, has proven inadequate in terms of both utilisation
and content. When examining the nature of teachers’ knowledge and the dynamics within schools,
the significance of informal training becomes evident. As knowledge derived from practice is often
implicit, situated, and dynamic, communities of practice and informal exchanges among teachers
play a crucial role in sharing and constructing this knowledge. This necessitates a reconsideration of
the structure of educational institutions, the enhancement of intermediate functions of teachers, and
the contemplation of new professional roles to support this restructuring. This paper aims to propose
an investigative methodology that can assist pedagogical research in exploring informal digital
networks among teachers as well.

Keywords: support teacher; communities of practice; initial training; in-service training;
netnography.
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1. Introduction

Communities of practice and learning are social spaces in which individuals engage in the
organisation and dissemination of high-quality knowledge, accessible to all participants. Within these
communities, members have the opportunity to learn from one another’s experiences, fostering a
collective process of knowledge construction. The concept of a community of practice is grounded
in a vision of learning as a social and experiential process, characterised by dynamic interactions
through which participants negotiate meanings and develop shared understandings.

According to Wenger (1998), three key elements define a community of practice: the domain, the
community, and the practice. A community of practice is not merely an informal gathering or a
network of professional contacts, but a structured social entity with a shared identity built around a
common area of interest. Members actively engage in joint activities, address relevant issues, share
resources, and cultivate relationships that promote mutual learning. What sets communities of
practice apart is the sharing of specialised practices and a repertoire of resources-including
experiences, narratives, tools, and strategies for problem-solving. Such collaborative learning
processes require time and consistent interaction in order to fully develop and consolidate.

Within these communities, teachers can harness their tacit knowledge through two fundamental
processes: storytelling and critical reflection.
Storytelling plays a central role in helping educators structure and make sense of their professional
experiences. By sharing narratives, teachers disseminate practical knowledge and co-construct
shared meaning within the group. This narrative process also contributes to shaping and
consolidating professional identity, reinforcing individuals' self-perception and their roles within the
community.

Critical reflection is equally vital to the development of educational practices. It enables teachers to
analyse their actions, decisions, and underlying pedagogical assumptions in depth, while exploring
the theories and models that influence their approach. Reflective practice supports the identification
of personal beliefs, the questioning of habitual routines, and the ability to respond to unanticipated
situations. Professional dialogue within these reflective communities is fundamental to knowledge
exchange and co-construction.

The advent of the internet has significantly expanded opportunities for developing online
communities of practice (OCoPs), enabling interaction and collaboration regardless of geographical
boundaries. These virtual spaces allow educators to engage in voluntary collaborative learning,
reflect on their practices, and access emotional and professional support from peers. Digital tools
such as blogs, messaging platforms (e.g., WhatsApp). and educational environments (e.g.. Google
Classroom) play a key role in facilitating the exchange of ideas and the co-construction of knowledge.
Through these platforms, teachers can share resources, discuss innovative approaches, and adapt
strategies to their specific teaching contexts. Mobile devices further enhance flexibility, enabling
continuous participation in community activities on the go.

Despite the growing relevance of online communities of practice, the existing literature remains
limited in analyzing how teachers interact within these virtual environments. For example, Macia and
Garcia (2016) examined the impact of online CoPs on professional development but focused primarily
on the university context. Further research is needed to explore the dynamics of teacher interaction
across various educational levels within online communities.

In contrast to traditional Communities of Practice-where membership typically requires explicit or
implicit validation from existing members, reflecting the notion of legitimate peripheral participation
(Lave & Wenger, 1991) online communities are generally more open and accessible. Entry usually
involves minimal barriers, requiring only internet access and the appropriate platform. The use of
computer-mediated communication (CMC) allows for scalable, asynchronous, and multi-directional
interaction, often resulting in larger and more geographically dispersed memberships than those
found in conventional CoPs.

However, the implications of community size for the formation and sustainability of CoPs remain a
subject of scholarly debate (Roberts, 2006). While a larger member base can enrich the community’s
collective knowledge and expose individuals to diverse experiences, it may also hinder the
establishment of shared meaning and a unified sense of purpose. Interactions may become sporadic
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and unsustainable, and difficulties in developing or maintaining a shared repertoire can lead to
disengagement. These factors may impede identity formation and, in some cases, lead to the
dissolution of the community. Nevertheless, as members become more proficient in the use of CMC,
they are increasingly able to express emotion and non-verbal cues, thereby narrowing the
communicative gap often associated with digital interaction.

A common feature of online communities is the uneven level of participation among members, with
a small core group contributing frequently while the majority engage sporadically (Baym, 1999;
Finholt & Sproull, 1990). This imbalance can challenge the emergence of vibrant online CoPs, as more
active members may become disheartened by the low involvement of others. However, online
environments may be better equipped to manage this dynamic. Even if individual contributions from
less active members are limited, their aggregate input can still be significant due to their sheer
numbers. Moreover, the persistent nature of CMC ensures that these contributions remain visible,
thereby enhancing the perceived level of engagement. Nonetheless, the actual impact of "light"
participation on the effectiveness and sustainability of online communities warrants further
empirical investigation (Zhang & Watts, 2008).

This study explores the use of WhatsApp as a professional development tool for teachers. WhatsApp
offers an accessible, user-friendly platform that facilitates immediate and informal communication
among members. Teachers use it to share experiences, discuss pedagogical strategies, solve
problems collaboratively, and provide mutual support. In the context of communities of practice,
WhatsApp interactions often reflect the same dynamics as offline networks, with the added
advantage of flexibility and constant availability.

To fully harness the potential of both online and offline communities of practice, educational
institutions must acknowledge their value and actively support their development. This involves
investing in appropriate resources—including funding, technological infrastructure, and training
opportunities—and creating environments that foster collaboration, socialization, and knowledge
sharing. Online communities of practice offer powerful avenues for professional growth, equipping
educators to navigate evolving educational challenges. Future research should continue to explore
the dynamics of these communities, focusing on the behaviors, motivations, and barriers that shape
teachers’ participation. As digital technologies become increasingly embedded in educational
practice, a comprehensive approach that integrates both in-person and virtual interactions is
essential to fostering inclusive, sustainable, and effective learning ecosystems.

2. Methodology

Therefore, this study was also conducted using the netnography method (0ztdogru, 2014). In this
study, messages shared by special education teachers (or future teachers) on WhatsApp, a mobile
chat application, were considered. WhatsApp messages for 12 months: from April 2023 to April 2024,
were included in the data for the study. WhatsApp is a mobile application programme. WhatsApp
Messenger is a cross-platform smartphone messaging system that uses existing internet data plans
to connect users’ learning communities. Users interacting online are visible at all times. They can
have synchronous and asynchronous conversations within their social networks. Users can send
photos, voice recordings and videos. From a technical viewpoint, this programme can be
considered as a social network, where people have quick access toa variety
of information. WhatsApp allows users to connect with anyone who has a smartphone, an active
internet  connectionand has downloaded the application.In  addition, users can
create groups, and add and remove people. Participants have equal rights in this programme
(Bouhnik & Deshen, 2014). Content analysis was used in this study to analyse the WhatsApp
correspondences that served as the data source. Content analysis can be seen as an attempt to
condense qualitative data in order to identify and make sense of consistent aspects within the large
amount of data obtained, according to Patton (2002). Initially, open coding was used, which resulted
in the identification of fifteen codes. In this context, the messages were read one by one and coded.
The codes were then reviewed, leading to the creation of subcategories and a reduction in the total
number of codes (four main categories and eleven subcategories). These codes were organised into
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overarching themes in the next step. These themes were then subjected to final refinement and
interpretation. Comparison with the literature validated the emerging themes. In addition to
comparison with the reference literature, the frequency with which the categories appear allows us
to understand the pattern of interests, needs and problems identified by teachers over a short or
longer time. And also how the wider school context influences these.

2.1Research Objectives

This study focused on the use of WhatsApp as an online community of practice by teachers (or future
teachers) for their professional development. Therefore, in the context of communities of practice,
the sharing among teachers on WhatsApp, the subject of this study, was investigated. Teachers have
been observed to use online learning applications extensively for their professional development
(Macia & Garcia, 2016; Cranefield & Garcia, 2016; Lantz-Andersson, Lundin & Selwyn, 2018).

The guestion we asked ourselves was: how can the online community of practice be studied? Do we
have the elements to infer teachers’ professional development?

2.2Research Sample

The data collection was based on WhatsApp chat created by students of the course for supporting
teachers of the VIII cycle from different universities. The group includes former students from
previous cycles (VI and VII) as moderators and 126 students. The choice of the group was not
probabilistic but of convenience. Indeed, it was not easy to enter the group to abserve the internal
dynamics. Before analysing the chat interventions, the participants were informed about the
research. They were asked to answer questionnaire to provide contextual information.

This study only considered written interventions in the WhatsApp chat. These were analysed using
content analysis and served as the primary data source.

3. Results

Therefore, this study was also conducted using the netnography method (0ztdogru, 2014). In this
study, messages shared by special education teachers (or future teachers) on WhatsApp. a mobile
chat application, were considered. WhatsApp messages for 12 months: from April 2023 to April 2024,
were included in the data for For data collection, a WhatsApp chat created by students enrolled in
the "TFA Sostegno” course of the eighth cycle from various universities was analyzed. The group
included moderators who were former students from previous cycles (VI and VII, in particular). Before
beginning the analysis of chat interactions, participants were informed about the research, and they
were asked to complete a brief questionnaire to provide contextual information. The majority of the
group (98%) responded to the questionnaire. The chat group consists of 174 participants. The
maijority identified as female (86%), with the remaining 14% identifying as male. In terms of age
distribution, 38% were between 40-49 years old, 33% were 30-39, 20% were 50-59, 7% were 21-29,
and the remainder were 60 years or older. Most participants had attained a Master’s degree (68%),
while 30% reported having completed postgraduate studies, and only 2% held a high school diploma.
Regarding teaching levels, 70% of participants teach (or are enrolled to qualify to teach) at the
primary school level, 4% at preschool, 18% at lower secondary school, and 8% at upper secondary
school. In terms of teaching experience, 48% had been teaching for at least 4 years, 27% for 0-3
years, 14% were not yet teaching, 6% had 11-20 years of experience, and 5% had been teaching for
over 20 years. Once the profile of the chat participants was established, attention turned to
identifying how many members were actively engaged (i.e., contributing at least one message over
a two-week period). On average, at least 70% of participants interacted in the group (excluding emojis
or stickers) within a two-week timeframe. For this study, only written contributions in the WhatsApp
chat were considered. These messages were analyzed through content analysis, forming the primary
data source for the research.
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4. Analysis and Discussion of Data

In this study, content analysis was employed to examine the WhatsApp correspondences, which
served as the primary data source. According to Patton (2002), content analysis can be considered
a qualitative data reduction effort aimed at identifying consistent aspects of extensive data and
making sense of them. Initially, open coding was performed, resulting in the identification of fifteen
codes. In this process, the messages were individually read and coded. Subsequently, the codes were
reviewed to create subcategories, reducing the total number of codes to four macro-categories and
six subcategories. In the next phase, these codes were organized into broader themes. These themes
were then finalized and interpreted. A comparison with the literature validated the emergent themes.
The identified macro-categories are as follows:
- Discussions on specific field knowledge: Topics related to special pedagogy and school
legislation, particularly regarding inclusion.
- Discussions on school practices: Exchanges of activities, suggestions regarding approaches,
and methodologies.
- Emotional support: Motivational phrases to acknowledge efforts and achievements, as well as
expressions aimed at fostering mutual trust.
- Non-relevant messages: For example, messages about selling materials (such as books and
notes) used in various courses, as well as personal photos.

Categories Sub-categories Occurrence Percentages (of total)
Domain-specific Comparison and 23 6,2%
knowledge discussions | reflection on theoretical

issues

Regulatory comparisons | 27 7,3%

and considerations

Specific training 52 14,1%

guidance and
suggestions
Information on access 38 10,3%
to the teaching
profession.
Discussions related to Comparison of 33 9%
school practices. experiences and
educational
interventions in schools
Suggestions for 116 31,9%
classroom
activities/materials
Suggestions/sharing of 41 11,1%
inclusive extracurricular
activities/projects in the
area aimed at students.

Request to complete 8 2,2%
questionnaires.

Emotional support Words of 20 5,5%
encouragement

Non-relevant messages | Sale of materials 6 1,7%
Personal messages or 3 0,8%
photos

Total 367 100%

Table 1: macro-categories and description
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Below is an example excerpt and the corresponding initial analysis:

M1: I'd like to say what | think about what's been said recently about special classes. Premise: | am
for inclusion and | am doing the TFA; | have been trained and | am still being trained. | am doing a
placement and | am working and in the contexts where | live | am experiencing everything but
inclusion. The reflection that comes to me is this: why are we all scandalised by accepting the
proposal of differentiated classes? To be honest, | might accept it better than the pseudo-inclusive
teachers who cover up exclusive practices by passing them off as something else [...]

M2: It's true that inclusion is often a word that is spoken but not practised. Unfortunately,
compulsory schooling remains one of the few, if not the only opportunity for some children to be
with their peers. Unfortunately, nothing is left to relate to them afterwards. So what little we have
gained... | would keep it. Then the fact that it is a flawed system is well known...especially to us
support teachers [...].

M3: But | remember the words of a neuropsychiatrist during a course: “Inclusion is not about
keeping the child in the classroom at all costs, it's about giving them the same opportunities..to
learn, to grow and to have fun.

M4: We support teachers have to fight for inclusion for the whole class, not just the student we
are following, with the tools we have..Everyone is responsible for their own actions..It takes
courage and intelligence to change the school system...on a daily basis..the tools are there...it is up
to us to put them into practice.

M5: Everyone does what they can. The ICF model often talks about barriers and facilitators. When
the barriers are your own colleagues, it's difficult.

From this brief excerpt of a conversation, we analysed the occurrence of the most frequent words,
highlighting their semantic connections. Below is an example.

Text Search Query - Results Preview

a neuropsychiatrist during a course - " . The reflection that comes to
else[...]. M2 : It's true that and | am doing the
classes . Premise : | am > inclusion for the whole class , not
teachers have to fight for . < not about keeping the
is

| am experiencing everything but often a word that

Grafich 1: semantic analysis

What is inclusion? What they think inclusion is and how do they position themselves about it? Is there
a common understanding of the idea of inclusion? How does it fit in with the theoretical idea of
inclusion?

Some possible considerations:

- We have seen that the occurrence of categories varies considerably according to the school
period: in particular, given the recruitment of school staff or of school deadlines when certain
documentation is required, certain categories (and subcategories) increase or decrease;

- We have seen that perhaps due to a more informal environment, teachers' beliefs and
perceptions are more likely to emerge.
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5. Final reflections

This online learning community is a great example of how teachers support each other through
professional challenges, share resources and offer emotional support. However, it is difficult to
ascertain the extent to which teachers in training and in-service learn from one another in this
context. The absence of a clearly defined reference framework, coupled with the influence of
numerous uncontrollable variables, makes it difficult to accurately assess the impact of the online
community on professional development.

This study suggests that Communities of Practice Online (CdPO) could be linked to formal in-service
training initiatives, which could be beneficial. Participants questions and doubts could be tracked by
integrating these communities into structured professional development programs. These issues
could then be addressed systematically, and emerging ideas revisited during subsequent group
meetings. This approach could foster a more dynamic interplay between formal and informal learning
spaces.

The analysis highlights the immediacy with which CdPOs respond to practitioners. These
communities serve as platforms for sharing teaching materials, acquiring new knowledge, seeking
emotional support and accessing timely information. While such responsiveness is valuable, we need
to investigate further how these interactions influence teachers and practices. Without additional
data and contextual insights, the impact of the community on long-term pedagogical changes
remains uncertain.

Another intriguing avenue for exploration is the role of digital cues, such as emoticons and likes, in
fostering emotional support and cohesion within the community. Although seemingly minor, these
elements influence the tone and quality of interactions, potentially fostering mutual trust and
solidarity among members. Including these aspects in future analyses could provide valuable
insights.

In the context of continuous teacher training, the use of WhatsApp as a tool for micro-learning
represents an effective and flexible strategy. By regularly sending brief educational content—such
as theoretical insights, meaningful quotations, reflective prompts, summary sheets, or short videos—
it is possible to promote continuous, gradual, and contextualized learning. This approach, based on
frequent exposure to targeted and easily accessible materials, fosters personal reflection and
metacognitive activation regarding one’s own teaching practices. Reflections can be encouraged
individually or in a shared manner, thus stimulating peer-to-peer discussion and collaborative
knowledge construction. Moreover, micro-learning via WhatsApp allows for the enhancement of
otherwise idle moments in the workday, turning them into opportunities for accessible, immediate,
and sustainable professional development.
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