
Author information

Article first published online

HOW TO CITE

May 2026

UPPA
D
O
VA

Widespread educational experiences and educating 
territories. #eoretical perspectives
Nadia Crescenzo*

* Department of Human, Philosophical and Educational Sciences, University of Salerno.

Crescenzo N. (2026) “Widespread educational experiences and educating territories. %eoretical 
perspectives”, Italian Journal of Sociology of Education, 17(3), 37-52.
DOI: 10.25430/pupj-IJSE-2026-3-3



37ITALIAN JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION, 17(3), 2025.

Widespread educational experiences 
and educating territories. !eoretical 
perspectives
Nadia Crescenzo

Abstract. In today’s world, education is increasingly recognised as an extensive 
process that is deeply embedded in local communities and driven by the 
relationships that permeate everyday life. !e growing hybridisation of learning 
spaces, coupled with the presence of multiple social actors, means that local 
areas are not only places where education takes shape. !ey are also genuine 
educational spaces capable of activating resources, supporting participation, 
and generating new forms of community welfare. Building on this, and 
referencing some recent publications, this contribution o"ers an interpretation 
of educating territories, structured around four core concepts that stem from 
di"erent yet complementary experiences and traditions. !e #rst of these 
regards community proximity, as highlighted by social spaces such as oratories, 
where intergenerational relationships and meaningful, horizontal educational 
practices develop. !e second focuses on youth creativity and agency. In informal 
contexts, young people experiment with forms of expression and participation 
that can transform the meaning and dynamics of territories. !e third focuses 
on constructing territorial educational networks that organise, connect and 
sustain education through the coordination, co-responsibility and integration 
of di"erent stakeholders. !e fourth focuses on collaborative practices inspired 
by the idea of education as a public resource, considering how such networks 
and practices can be managed, recognised and shared democratically through 
participatory governance models involving schools, local authorities, civic 
networks and citizens.
!is approach presents widespread education as a dynamic continuum crossing 
formal, non-formal and informal education. It generates opportunities for 
participation and redesigns the relationship between individuals, communities 
and life contexts.

Keywords: Community-based Education, Youth Agency, Non-formal Education, 
Educational Networks, Participatory Governance
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Social education and educating territories

In today’s world, which is characterised by increasing complexity, rapid 
transformation and profound change, education cannot be viewed as a pro-
cess con#ned to institutional spaces or as a rigidly structured path. It is a 
widespread phenomenon that develops in every dimension of social life: in 
everyday places; in relationships that transcend borders; and in individual 
experiences (Pope & Houghton, 2020; Je"erson & Anderson, 2021). Educat-
ing involves not only transmi$ing knowledge, but also generating values, 
worldviews, a$itudes, behaviours and skills. It involves accompanying peo-
ple in constructing meaning, identity and the ability to navigate uncertain 
and changing contexts. In this sense, education takes the form of continuous 
learning, grounded in real-life situations and practical problems (Field, 2006; 
Edwards, 2015; Chisholm, 2024).

In recent decades, a complex debate has emerged within the #eld of so-
ciology, o"ering a new perspective on territories as educational environ-
ments rather than merely frameworks for educational action. From this per-
spective, education is understood as a process arising from the interplay of 
spaces, relationships, social practices and local cultures. !is process can 
continuously cross formal, non-formal and informal contexts (Giovannini, 
1978; Wenger, 1998; Mongelli, 2021; Merico & Scardigno, 2022). As Edgar 
Morin (2016) also points out, every educational process is characterised by 
an inherent tension between the universal and the particular. !e universal 
dimension regards the acquisition of knowledge, skills, interpretative frame-
works, norms and values, while the dimension refers to the fact that this 
learning occurs at a speci#c time and place, within particular con#gurations 
of relationships, intentions and conditions. Consequently, education can-
not be reduced to a single form, such as instruction, personal development, 
training or socialisation, but rather comprises a variety of evolving practices 
and meanings in response to changing societies and territories.

!is theoretical approach did not arise in isolation but is part of a broad-
er tradition of studies that has long questioned the institutional, reductive 
conception of education, restoring its social and relational nature. In line 
with early 20th-century American sociological re%ections on educational 
intervention experiences, such as those promoted by Jane Addams at Hull 
House (Addams, 1909), and Frederic !rasher’s (1927; 1936) studies on youth 
groups and informal socialisation processes, the Italian sociological debate 
of the 1960s also drew a$ention to ‘social education’ as a process through 
which individuals construct an identity oriented towards participation and 
community life (Cesareo, 1966).

Adopting this perspective means recognising that educational process-
es are not con#ned to formal se$ings. !ey are embedded in the everyday 
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fabric of social and territorial relations. Peer groups, urban spaces, local ser-
vices, associative and cultural practices, and work environments all play a 
role in shaping individuals and communities, albeit in di"erent ways.

Studies on social education and non-formal and informal learning show 
how many of these processes o&en remain invisible as they are embedded in 
everyday actions, informal interactions, and relational routines that shape 
life in local areas (Tramma, 2019; Mo$ana & Campagnoli, 2020). !is per-
spective allows us to move beyond a reductive conception of learning as an 
exclusively cognitive and linear process. On the contrary, education involves 
the whole person and develops through experiences that mobilise emotional, 
physical, imaginative, and relational dimensions (Crescenzo, 2022).

It is from this framework that the concepts of educating territories and 
widespread education emerge as keyways of understanding contemporary 
educational processes. !us, the concept of educating territories takes on 
speci#c analytical relevance, as it involves building bridges between formal, 
non-formal, and informal education. !is approach recognises the unique 
characteristics of di"erent contexts and acknowledges that learning occurs 
across the continuum of life spaces.

Networking between educational agencies, sharing common rules and 
merging projects is crucial in improving the quality of learning pathways. 
Territories are not merely the backdrop to educational experiences. !ey 
actively stimulate, guide and shape learning processes (Capogna, 2014; Di 
Genova, 2023). Neighbourhoods, squares, parks, libraries, cultural spaces, 
oratories, youth centres, community services and civic networks generate 
real learning opportunities in which education takes shape through shared 
activities, mutual observation and participation in community life. From this 
perspective, education appears as an open, horizontal, and kaleidoscopic 
process built on the interplay of educational intent and social spontaneity, 
institutional action, and citizen initiative (Wenger, 1998).

Numerous studies on urban education and community learning have 
highlighted how cities can be viewed as educational laboratories where the 
density of relationships, plurality of experiences, and coexistence of di"er-
ences constitute decisive educational resources (Poyntz et al., 2023). Educat-
ing territories thus become spaces where education is distributed, branching 
out and multiplying to produce collaborative, creative and re%ective skills. 
!is interpretation also allows us to a$ribute central importance to the com-
munity dimension of education. Communities are not merely contexts in 
which educational processes take place. !ey are also active participants in 
the learning process. !ey take care of spaces, address collective problems, 
experiment with solutions and build new ways of living together (Putnam, 
2000; Donati, 2017).
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From this perspective, this contribution proposes a theoretical interpre-
tation of educating territories that brings into dialogue di"erent strands of 
literature on non-formal and informal education, community-based learning 
and territorial approaches. It develops an analytical framework that con-
nects these perspectives and uses it to read widespread education as a pro-
cess that takes shape across multiple contexts, rather than as a set of isolated 
or context-speci#c practices.

More speci#cally, the article organises this interpretation around four 
interconnected dimensions. !e #rst concerns educational proximity, with 
particular a$ention to local social spaces, such as oratories, where every-
day relationships support the development of meaningful educational ex-
periences. !e second focuses on youth creativity and agency, understood 
as key elements in processes of participation and in the ways young peo-
ple contribute to shaping their local environments. !e third examines the 
construction of territorial educational networks, highlighting practices of 
coordination, co-responsibility and integration among di"erent actors and 
initiatives. !e fourth addresses the idea of education as a common good, 
re%ecting on forms of collaborative governance and shared responsibility 
involving institutions, communities and citizens.

Taken together, these dimensions make it possible to read educating ter-
ritories as con#gurations in which learning, participation and forms of com-
munity welfare are produced through ongoing interactions between actors, 
practices and contexts. In this sense, the article contributes to current de-
bates by o"ering a way of holding together processes that are o&en analysed 
separately, and by proposing a relational and process-oriented understand-
ing of education across formal, non-formal and informal domains.

Proximity-based education

Proximity is one of the key principles of educating territories since it 
allows education to become embedded in everyday places and neighbourly 
relationships, as well as the social fabric that constitutes community life. 
From this perspective, the oratory is one of the most emblematic examples of 
educational proximity. Regardless of their operating models, all oratory ex-
periences “are in fact united by their unique o"er of proximity to the young-
er generations, who are loved, welcomed and supported in their historical, 
social, cultural and spiritual reality” (CEI, 2013: 4). An authentic oratory 
encourages face-to-face encounters and daily contact, gradually transform-
ing into the sharing of languages, activities, spaces and emotions. It allows 
for regular a$endance, enabling people to ‘inhabit’ a place, become familiar 
with it and recognise themselves in it (Iori, 1996).
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In local Italian communities, oratories have historically been one of the 
most important ways in which people have created shared identities, col-
lective memories and inclusive spaces where young people and adults can 
recognise themselves and develop together. !e oratory plays an integral 
role in the relational dynamics of a broad and complex system by exercising 
its pastoral, educational and social functions. !e Italian Episcopal Confer-
ence (2013: 44) also emphasises that “the oratory, by its very nature, is called 
upon to promote broad and fruitful educational alliances, building bridges”, 
thereby highlighting its outward-looking nature and its ability to build on 
the strengths of the local area. Oratories are gathering places where informal 
and non-formal learning takes shape through play, recreational activities, 
culture and socialising, forming a horizontal circle of knowledge. Dialogue, 
practice, experimentation and peer interaction form the basis of an educa-
tional model that recognises storytelling, play and listening as vital means 
of connecting the various facets of the youth experience. In contexts where 
traditional educational institutions may seem rigid or distant, youth clubs 
can identify the needs, desires and vulnerabilities of young people, o"ering 
responses that are grounded in their local area and real lives.

!is is the context for the contribution by Rosangela Lodigiani and Ve-
ronica Riniolo, Il ‘posto’ degli oratori. Una mappa delle proposte educative 
e ricreative per adolescenti a Milano (2024) (!e ‘place’ of oratories. A map 
of educational and recreational opportunities for adolescents in Milan). !is 
work is arguably the most systematic a$empt to interpret oratories as lo-
cal infrastructures within a complex metropolis. !e volume, the result of 
research promoted by the Fondazione Oratori Milanesi and the Fondazione 
Ambrosianeum, uses cartographic tools and socio-demographic analysis to 
reconstruct the distribution of educational and recreational opportunities 
for 11–19-year-olds in Milan’s twelve deaneries, with a particular focus on 
the ‘ten-minute oratory city’: a network of 146 oratories spread through-
out the city that can be reached on foot or by a short journey. !is creates 
a geography of proximity that is not only pastoral, but also deeply urban. 
Using urban maps, analytical data sheets and quantitative data, the authors 
demonstrate how the educational, sporting and recreational activities of-
fered by the oratories are intertwined with those of other youth centres, 
as well as with the socio-economic transformations of the neighbourhoods. 
!is highlights both areas where the o"er is saturated and “shadow zones” 
where local educational facilities are less prevalent or inconsistent.

However, the research is not limited to mapping existing practices. 
!rough the interdisciplinary approach of sociology, pedagogy, demogra-
phy and urban planning, combined with quantitative and qualitative meth-
ods, the volume explores the educational needs of boys and girls, the forms 
of participation and belonging generated in oratory courtyards, the role of 
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volunteers and educators in co-designing activities, and the extent to which 
oratories engage with the local community and collaborate with other edu-
cational institutions. On the one hand, it reveals the well-known but o&en 
overlooked fact that a$endance declines with age. On the other, it shows 
that this is o"set by adolescents and young people becoming more respon-
sible and participating in service-oriented activities. Furthermore, the in-
creasingly multicultural and pluralistic pro#le of the ‘oratory people’ makes 
these spaces ordinary places of encounter between di"erent histories, back-
grounds and faiths, where inclusion and integration are practised in both 
informal activities and structured proposals. From this perspective, Mila-
nese oratories are seen as territorial devices that inhabit the neighbourhood, 
listening to its needs and resources. !ey are not just ‘parish spaces’ but 
platforms of proximity where daily educational care, spontaneous socialis-
ing and co-responsibility between adults and young people intertwine. !is 
contributes to the concrete construction of an educating territory.

Interpreting speakers as active local #gures deeply rooted in the daily life 
of urban communities provides a snapshot of Milan and suggests a broad-
er perspective. Recognising the educational value that develops outside of 
school shows that education is the lifeblood of local areas, nourished by 
relationships, networks, and proximity. !is does not imply marginalising 
schools but rather highlights the need for structured dialogue between all 
the members of the educational community (Mongelli, 2006; 2021; Merico & 
Scardigno, 2022).

!is vision is perfectly encapsulated by the image of an open, %exible 
and ‘low-threshold’ oratory: a place that can move around the local area, 
enter public spaces, engage in dialogue with schools and local institutions, 
form alliances with associations and services, and listen to the voices of the 
educational community. An oratory that opens up to the street can act as 
a bridge between di"erent worlds, reaching those who do not have access 
to more formal channels of education. !is represents a concrete transla-
tion of the widespread education paradigm (Boccacin, 2022). However, this 
openness requires careful consideration. !e drive towards networking must 
not obscure the unique identities of the various stakeholders. For oratories, 
this means safeguarding their educational mission, which is centred on re-
lationships, human resources, and promoting paths of integral growth. !e 
challenge lies in balancing openness and identity, dialogue and di"erences, 
ensuring that plurality leads to shared wealth rather than dispersion (Az-
zolari & Zappella, 2020).

!is is the context in which Don Bosco’s educational legacy can be un-
derstood. As Pietro Braido (2003) recalls, the founder of the Salesian Oratory 
recognised that education is also a ‘work of environment’. A ‘total’ educa-
tional environment aimed at all young people, regardless of background. 
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Creating healthy and stimulating spaces fosters the development of life skills, 
such as empathy, problem-solving, and interpersonal skills. !ese skills are 
essential for dealing with complex situations and preventing risky behaviour 
(Margio$a, 2011). In the Salesian system, the relationship between the ani-
mator and the young person lies at the heart of the educational network. !e 
animator, who is a young person among young people, acts as a mediator 
between the young person and the educator. In this process, the animator 
transitions from being ‘educated’ to becoming ‘self-educated’, taking on re-
sponsibility and developing an awareness of education (Castaldi, 2025). !is 
perspective is rooted in the concept of generative education, where personal 
growth is de#ned as “knowing how to be, knowing how to choose, knowing 
how to become” (Margio$a, 2014: 224).

For younger generations and society as a whole, education is increas-
ingly viewed as an area requiring shared, cross-cu$ing responsibility. Some 
contributions to the contemporary debate have drawn a$ention to the role 
of education in countering the impoverishment of re%ective, imaginative, 
and dialogical abilities. !ese processes are closely linked to the dynamics 
of individualisation and social fragmentation. Along these lines, education-
al initiatives that are grounded in local communities, especially neighbour-
hood-based ones such as youth clubs, are considered essential for fostering 
educational alliances and developing communities that can support the bal-
anced growth of younger generations (Lodigiani & Riniolo, 2024).

Creativity and youth agency

In the debate on educating territories, youth creativity calls for a radical 
rethink of the ways in which education is delivered in social contexts. Cre-
ativity cannot be understood as merely an expressive dimension or an indi-
vidual trait. It must be interpreted as a social practice that emerges from the 
interplay of individuals, spaces, relationships, and territorial opportunities. 
Creativity is therefore a means by which young people can learn, participate 
and contribute to the transformation of their living environments, exercis-
ing forms of agency that impact both their own trajectories and community 
dynamics.

Numerous sociological studies of youth work and non-formal education-
al contexts (Coussée et al., 2009; Cooper, 2017; Morciano & Merico, 2017; 
Je"s & Ord, 2018; Morciano, 2021; Merico & Scardigno, 2025) show how 
young people develop creative and initiative skills, particularly in environ-
ments that promote participation, experimentation and experiential learn-
ing. Youth centres, community spaces, cultural associations and voluntary 
practices are therefore widespread educational experiences that can support 
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informal and non-formal learning processes and generate social capital in 
local areas.

Within these spaces, creativity plays a key relational role. Studies by Poy-
ntz and colleagues (2023) on youth creative practices in urban areas demon-
strate how grassroots cultural production can transform spaces into places 
that are recognised as such by the community. !ese places support pro-
cesses of learning, nurture bonds, and facilitate the symbolic regeneration of 
territories, rendering contexts narratable and shared. !is process simulta-
neously promotes the development of transversal skills and the regeneration 
of local communities, particularly in areas characterised by social fragility 
or a lack of structured educational opportunities. Creativity is a territorial 
resource capable of activating new connections between individuals, institu-
tions and spaces. Other research on youth work emphasises that low-thresh-
old, non-prescriptive, %exible contexts encourage progressive involvement, 
from observation, to active participation and taking responsibility, to co-de-
signing activities (Cooper, 2018; Ord et al., 2022; de St Croix et al., 2023). 
In these environments, young people’s sense of agency develops over time 
through concrete experiences that allow them to experiment with di"erent 
roles, negotiate meanings, and hone their relational, organisational, and civ-
ic skills. Such community spaces o&en operate as testing grounds, providing 
opportunities to experiment with roles, languages and forms of participa-
tion that are di'cult to #nd in more structured institutional contexts. Young 
people can exercise temporary leadership in these environments, test them-
selves in con%ict management, experiment with cooperative decision-mak-
ing methods, and confront limitations imposed by the local context. Cre-
ativity plays an important educational role since it allows young people to 
explore possibilities without fear of immediate punishment for mistakes, 
which are instead recognised as part of the learning process.

!is interpretative framework provides the context for the Italian work 
of Daniele Morciano and Fausta Scardigno, Youth Cultures and Transforma-
tive Spaces (2023). It is a study of the creative processes that generate change 
and analyses these processes as factors of social change within informal and 
non-formal contexts frequented by young people in Puglia. !e observed 
spaces are interpreted as learning environments in which creativity mani-
fests as a daily, collective practice, capable of generating empowerment and 
participation. Young people learn through their actions in the local area, 
helping to rede#ne social ties, a sense of belonging, and forms of citizenship. 
!is involves an ongoing interplay between the expressive and political di-
mensions of community life.

!e narrative dimension plays a decisive role in these processes. !rough 
narrating experiences, producing shared languages and constructing col-
lective imaginaries, young people contribute to the meaning of places and 
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strengthen the link between memory, identity and territory. Creative prac-
tices produce forms of learning that extend beyond the individual, fuelling 
processes of mutual recognition and social cohesion.

!e impact of youth creativity and agency also extends to the civic 
sphere. Associative and voluntary experiences, which are o&en intertwined 
with creative pursuits, help to foster active citizenship and a sense of shared 
responsibility. !is strengthens the ability of communities to respond to 
emerging needs. Recent studies have highlighted the social and economic 
value produced by such practices, which a"ect the quality of community life 
and the sustainability of local welfare systems (OECD, 2024). Territories can 
be viewed as spaces where young people’s creativity becomes a collective 
skill, spreading education into everyday life and intertwining with social 
practices to contribute to the transformation of communities.

!e impact of young people’s creative practices on local areas does 
not necessarily manifest itself through immediately visible or quanti#able 
changes. It o&en takes the form of a widespread, progressive impact a"ect-
ing relationships, representations of places, and modes of interaction be-
tween individuals. !e ongoing presence of youth activities helps to make 
certain spaces more desirable, strengthen neighbourhood networks, reduce 
the generational divide and foster a sense of familiarity between residents 
and their surroundings. Creativity acts as a stabilising and regenerative so-
cial force.

In many contexts, young people involved in associations and projects act 
as informal mediators between institutions, services, and local communi-
ties. !rough their presence in local educational spaces, they help translate 
languages, needs and expectations, thereby facilitating dialogue between 
groups that o&en #nd it di'cult to communicate with each other. !is me-
diating function develops unintentionally but progressively, representing a 
signi#cant form of territorial agency that strengthens the educational nature 
of the contexts in which it is exercised.

!e network dimension of educating territories

Alongside oratories as places of educational proximity and youth spaces 
as environments for creativity and agency, there is a third form of wide-
spread education: the intentional construction of local educational networks. 
Education emerges not so much through localised devices, but through the 
activation and coordination of a variety of subjects, practices and places that 
collectively transform the territory into a shared learning environment.

Re%ections on collaborative research, for example, show how knowledge 
production processes can have an educational value when based on listen-
ing to everyday practices and the shared construction of meanings (Bian-
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chi & Fabbri, 2018). Education emerges as a social practice that takes shape 
through collaboration, collective problem solving and shared re%ection. 
Studies on urban laboratories, creativity labs and similar initiatives demon-
strate that the direct involvement of individuals in exploring, narrating and 
transforming local spaces fosters civic, relational and symbolic learning, 
while contributing to rede#ning the territory’s meaning (Poyntz et al., 2023).

One example of this approach is the project analysed by Francesca Bian-
chi (2025) in Certaldo, Tuscany, called Viceversa: Towards a Circular Educa-
tional Model. A key part of the project involved creating a local cultural space 
designed to be a permanent meeting place for educators, citizens, associa-
tions, and local institutions. Similar to oratories or youth centres, this space 
functions not only as a venue for activities, but also as a context in which 
relationships are formed, practical knowledge is exchanged, and informal 
learning takes place. Participatory training courses have been set up within 
this space, consisting of public round tables, training sessions and periodic 
meetings. !ese courses are aimed at building a collective skill: learning to 
plan together. !ese are accompanied by expressive and physical workshops 
based on artistic, theatrical and performative practices, which are used as 
educational tools to encourage re%ection, active listening and questioning 
of stereotypes related to gender, disability, cultural di"erences and social 
inequalities. Learning takes place through experience, the body and relation-
ships, with the aim of building a shared educational culture.

Participants communicated with each other through musical improvisa-
tion, juggling exercises and performance techniques reworked from Augusto 
Boal’s !eatre of the Oppressed.

Further insight into local educational networks can be gained from stud-
ies on participatory processes and community care practices. !ese studies 
show how participation, when structured as a cooperative and re%ective ex-
perience, has educational e"ects on cognitive, emotional, and relational lev-
els (Bianchi, Filoni & Yildiz, 2024). Learning occurs through building trust, 
mutual recognition and managing di"erences together, thereby strengthen-
ing the capacity of territories to promote inclusion and well-being (de St 
Croix & Doherty, 2023; Bianchi & Yildiz, 2025). By directly participating in 
the design and management of spaces, individuals learn to cooperate, ne-
gotiate and recognise others, thereby contributing to the development of 
communities that are more aware and re%ective.

!ese experiences are united by the idea that education is not an addi-
tional or external intervention, but an integral part of the social processes 
that shape territories. !ey give shape and continuity to what would oth-
erwise remain fragmented: informal initiatives, sca$ered skills and latent 
resources present in local communities.
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In this sense, establishing local educational networks involves fostering 
connections rather than merely increasing interventions. It entails linking 
individuals, knowledge and spaces, transforming the local area into a se$ing 
for education and its social infrastructure. !is ability to forge links between 
actors, practices and contexts paves the way for viewing education as a com-
mon good, as well as for the collaborative governance forms that will be 
discussed in the next section.

Education as a common good and collaborative governance

Given that education is a widespread process spanning formal, non-for-
mal and informal spaces, it is becoming increasingly inappropriate to view 
it as a sectoral service or the sole responsibility of individual institutions. 
Various theoretical and research contributions therefore converge in pro-
posing an interpretation of education as a common good — a collective 
resource built through shared social practices, caring relationships, and 
widespread responsibility across territories.

!is perspective allows us to challenge the proprietary and functionalist 
conception of education based on the ideas of provision and control, shi&-
ing the focus to the processes through which education is produced, main-
tained and regenerated in everyday life. Studies have shown that common 
goods do not exist in isolation, but emerge through practices of ‘common-
ing’, i.e. cooperation, negotiation and shared management (Ostrom, 1990; 
Bollier & Helfrich, 2015).

In the context of education, this perspective encourages us to view ed-
ucation as an interconnected process involving individuals, institutions, 
territories, and local cultures, rather than as a set of standardised services.

!is is the approach adopted by the book Educational Commons. Dem-
ocratic Values, Social Justice and Inclusion in Education (edited by Gianna 
Cappello et al., 2024) which proposes a paradigm shi& in our understanding 
of education as a #eld of collective practices (Velicu and García-López, 2018; 
Locatelli, 2019). !e book is the result of the European SMOOTH Educa-
tional Spaces project (Horizon 2021–2024) and brings together examples 
of collaborative governance and educational co-production from various 
European contexts. It analyses the processes of participation, care, and 
co-responsibility that emerge between schools, local authorities, and civic 
networks. !e authors interpret education as a process of ‘commoning’, a 
shared social action that generates relational value, inclusion and social 
justice, thereby restoring the community and democratic dimensions to ed-
ucational contexts.

In this context, governance becomes a key issue. Governing education at 
a local level involves more than just coordinating interventions or aligning 
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projects. It requires the establishment of collaborative processes that can 
bring together a variety of stakeholders, interests and perspectives. Stud-
ies on collaborative governance and the co-production of public policies 
have demonstrated that the most e"ective solutions to complex problems 
emerge from the collaboration between institutions, civil society and citi-
zens (Ansell & Gash, 2008; Pesto", 2012). When applied to education, this 
perspective suggests that the quality of educational processes depends on 
the ability to form alliances, build trust, and encourage mutual learning 
among those involved.

In the Italian context, the debate on community education pacts and 
territorial networks has reinforced this view further, demonstrating that 
such initiatives are concrete a$empts to translate the concept of educa-
tion as a public resource into shared governance practices. !ese initiatives 
transcend the organisational sphere, providing spaces for dialogue where 
educational values, priorities and responsibilities are negotiated (Azzolari 
& Zappella, 2020; Boccacin, 2022).

A recurring theme in these studies is the recognition of educational 
practices that emerge ‘from below’. !ese practices, which are o&en de-
veloped outside institutional circles and are rooted in local areas, contrib-
ute signi#cantly to the construction of the educational common good, yet 
frequently remain on the margins of public policy. Studies on community 
welfare have emphasised the importance of these practices in maintaining 
the social stability of local contexts, particularly in situations of inequality 
and fragility (Donati, 2013; Kazepov, 2015). Governance oriented towards 
the common good must therefore value these experiences and support them 
without absorbing or normalising them.

Together, these contributions outline a vision of education as a collec-
tive, generative practice that takes place in local areas. Educating territories 
are the result of educational ‘commoning’ processes that evolve over time 
through relationships, con%icts, negotiations, and shared learning. Con-
sidering education as a common good and governance as a collaborative 
process means acknowledging that the quality of education hinges on com-
munities’ ability to nurture it collectively, fostering local welfare systems 
capable of addressing the complexities of the present.

Conclusion

!is contribution has proposed a new perspective on education in ter-
ritories, viewing them as complex con#gurations in which learning takes 
shape through the interaction of proximity, youth agency, local networks 
and practices oriented to the common good. From a theoretical perspective, 
the article o"ers a framework that brings together di"erent strands of the 



49ITALIAN JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION, 17(3), 2025.

debate on non-formal and informal education, showing how they are con-
nected rather than separate. By linking relational dynamics, organisational 
processes and forms of local governance, it highlights the broader picture 
within which widespread education develops and acquires meaning.

In this light, experiences such as oratories, youth centres, associative ini-
tiatives and community-based practices play a signi#cant role in generating 
learning opportunities, fostering participation and supporting the quality 
of social life. Education grows through everyday interactions, is sustained 
by the involvement of di"erent actors and is continually reshaped by the 
creativity and initiative of young people.

At the same time, it is important to avoid overly optimistic interpreta-
tions. Educating territories do not automatically produce inclusive or equi-
table outcomes. Socio-spatial inequalities, fragmented policies and limited 
resources continue to shape the conditions under which these experiences 
take place. !ere is also a risk that responsibilities are shi&ed onto local 
actors without adequate support at institutional level.

For this reason, the challenge is not simply to encourage the prolifera-
tion of local initiatives, but to ensure that they can be sustained over time, 
recognised within broader educational frameworks and connected to pol-
icies capable of addressing structural issues. Interpreting education as a 
common good, in this sense, means recognising the importance of shared 
responsibility, while also acknowledging the need for coordination, support 
and long-term commitment.
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