International Journal of Research and Innovation in Social Science (IJRISS) |Volume V, Issue XII, December 2021 |ISSN 2454-6186

Fostering the professional capital of teachers in
digital capabilities

Valeria Pandolfini
Department of Science of Education, University of Genoa, Italy

Abstract-The article focuses on teacher professionalism, taking
into account the challenges related to the growing digitizing of
teaching and learning processes and educational environments,
especially in light of the great challenges posed by COVID-19 in
the educational sector. First, the article proposes an evaluative
framework based on the Capability Approach to investigate the
complex links between education and technologies, and the
impacts on teachers’ collaborative work. Second, the notion of
teachers’ professional capital is contextualized in the digital era,
and the impact of the diffusion of digital technologies on
teachers’ collaborative practices is examined. Then, some policy
recommendations are provided, focusing on teachers’ training
programs and the implications of adopting the Capability
Approach to tackle such issues. The questions arising refer to the
types of capital that have to be developed in the teaching
profession, which are linked to the diffusion of digital media in
the educational sector, and the means for fostering teachers’
capability development.
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. INTRODUCTION

Rapid digitalization over the past decade has transformed
many aspects of work and daily life. Driven by
innovation and technological evolution, the digital
transformation is reshaping society, in relation to different
dimensions, from education, to work, to health. The education
and training system is increasingly part of the digital
transformation and harnesses its benefits and opportunities.
The COVID-19 crisis, which has heavily impacted education
and training, has accelerated the change and provided a
learning experience [18]. The COVID-19 pandemic has
amplified opportunities and challenges from the digital
transformation, including in the educational sector[37]. The
crisis requires us to rethink how education and training are
designed and provided to meet the demands of a rapidly
changing and increasingly digital world. At the same time, it
requires to critically reflect on the prevailing discourses inthe
educational sector during the COVID-19 crisis, in order to
examine how much teachers’ professionalism is becoming
more crucial.

Digital school: reiterating the main public discourses on
technological innovation

Technological innovation in education has constituted a major
public discourse on educational policies in developed
countries and it has been part of a multi-faceted debate on
innovation and change in educational systems around the

world. ICT has been the guiding instrument employed to
revolutionize teaching and learning practices.The underlying
assumption was that the use of digital technologies would
enable the achievement of a wider purpose: innovation in
schooling practices and processes[42].

According to [50], the prevalent discourses regarding
educational change and the disruption of old-fashioned
practices can be clustered into two categories. The first,
regarding digital “re-schooling”, refers to the role of digital
technology in breaking down barriers between and within
institutional settings (time/space; experts/novices;
production/consumption; synchronous/asynchronous
communications), facilitating new ways of
participating/interacting, and allowing participants to “bring
in” theirdaily practices. These discourses are implicit in the
popular discourse surrounding the “future of education”:
digital technology is seen as supporting ‘“community
collaboration”; “content creation and sharing content”;
“innovative education practices and new models for learning”;
empowering “learning community members” with a
“passionate, personal responsibility for learning.” The second
category of discourse refers to digital “de-schooling”: digital
technology is seen as completely usurping the educational
institutions. The key concepts include self-determination, self-
organization, self-regulation and learner autonomy.Digital
education is conceived as supporting open discussion and
debate, continuous experimentation and knowledge sharing.
The underlying imperative is to change the structures,
processes and practices of schools, teachers and students
along more high-tech, networked and “innovative” lines [50],
thereby “promot[ing] togetherness through the fostering of
mutual empathy and understanding” ([14], p. 38). Therefore,
the common narrative about change paints a scenario in which
digital technologies first deconstruct and then restructure the
educational field of practice by substituting, replacing and
accompanying offline educational practice with new socio-
technical assemblages ([13], p. 99). This perspective
highlights the processual dimension of social and
organizational everyday life in schools, focusing on the
networks and mutual relationships of the human and non-
human actors [27].

The COVID-19 crisis put us for the first time in a situation
where there was little choice but to use digital technologies to
provide education and training [18]. Thus, drawbacks due to
the “forced” adoption of technologies and what is entailed in
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the process of change of everyday school work have attracted
considerable attention among researchers from different
fields, such as education, sociology and psychology [49], [22].

Thearticlefocuses on the relationship between technological
innovation and teachers’ collaborative work. The multiple
dimensions of teachers’ professionalism [1], [12] and the
notion of teachers’ professional capital [23], [28] are
discussed, assuming the Capability Approach [33],[51], [54]
as the specific evaluative framework. Such perspective is
adopted as a lens through which to analyze teachers’
professional development and training opportunities,
examining the potential risks as well as the opportunities
connected to the role of digital technologies in continuing
vocational training programs for teachers.

Il. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Capability for (digital) training: accounting for individual
agency and contextual constraints

The Capability Approach is based on the core idea that society
should enlarge individual opportunities. It emphasizes the
freedom for each member of society to promote and obtain the
highest expression of “wellbeing and doing” in terms of
quality of life and freedom of choice.

A key concept of the Senian approach refers to functioning,
that is, the various things a person may value doing or being
[55]. According to such definition, capability is the various
combinations of functionings (beings and doings) that the
person can achieve. Capability is, thus, a set of vectors of
functionings, reflecting the person’s freedom to lead one type
of life or another, to choose from possible living” [53].
Therefore, capabilities describe the actual possibilities that are
open to a person.

A person’s capability set relies on his/her entitlements and
capability to turn them into valuable functioning [52]. Thus,
entitlements shape the basis of the capability set, but are not
sufficient to guarantee the development of capabilities.
However, the point is that people differ in their ability to
convert means (resources or endowments that are instrumental
for the achievement of other ends) into valuable opportunities
(capabilities) or outcomes (functionings) [53]. In the
theoretical framework of the Capability Approach, these inter-
individual differences are captured by the notion of
“conversion factors”, i.e., the degree to which a person can
transform a resource into a functioning. More specifically, the
conversion factors may be personal (e.g. gender, nationality,
social status, disabilities, skills, etc.); socio-cultural (e.g.
social or religious norms, social hierarchy, sexism, racism); or
environmental/institutional (e.g. welfare, educational and
training system, labour market, living in a dangerous area,
etc.) [48].

We will focus on the role of the training system in fostering
individual capabilities, starting by inquiring what are the
functions of education and training in contemporary society.
The answers to these questions, according to the Capability
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Approach, generate several considerations. In addition to the
intrinsic value of education and knowledge, whereby
education is intrinsically valuable as an end in itself [56], we
will focus here on two additional functions of education [39].
First, education can be conceived as a means for achieving
wellbeing in other relevant life dimensions; in this sense, the
instrumental value of education is clear [10]. Sen’s view on
education is that it is an “overarching” capability that should
expand other capabilities, i.e. acquiring skills, taking
advantage of the opportunities that these skills afford, or
gaining other intrinsically important capabilities [54].
Nussbaum[33] also highlighted that education is central to
developing other capabilities and suggested that education is a
“fertile functioning”. It is often viewed, like health, as a kind
of “fundamental” capability because it is internally
instrumental within the realm of wellbeing, i.e., of a person’s
capability set, and it is key to expanding our own and other
people’s opportunity sets. Second, education might be
interpreted as a personal conversion factor, i.e., an internal
characteristic determining one’s ability to convert input
(means) into output (wellbeing). Thus, education is one of the
conditions that influence individuals’ opportunities to develop
their capabilities. Moreover, education is also related to
“external factors” such as social characteristics (public
policies, institutions, legal rules, social norms, and so on).
Thus, if personal conversion factors involve the “physical
condition, literacy, competences etc. that influence how a
person is able to convert the characteristics, commodities,
infrastructures, and arrangements into a functioning” ([38], p.
279), education can be more convincingly considered to be an
institutional conversion factor.

Specifically referring to the lifelong learning field, the
capability for training could be considered as a part of the
broader concept of the capability for learning, i.e., the
development of positive freedom in life and work. In other
words, the capability for training refers to the possibility for a
person to choose, among various training opportunities,
training that he/she has reason to value, as well as to achieve
this training, or even to refuse any training. Based on such a
perspective, the purpose of continuing vocational training
policies is not to guarantee functioning, but to ensure the
rights and freedoms necessary to achieve training that one has
reason to value. The Capability Approach does not seek to
guarantee outcomes, but to create the proper social and
environmental conditions necessary to develop the real
freedom to choose training one has reason to value [26].
Hence, again, the interrelations between individuals and their
context must be carefully taken into account.

In addressing technological innovation specifically, it is clear
that it is challenging the professional, organizational and
micro-political life of schools [13]. The development
processes through which individuals can convert ICTs means
into real improvements in their quality of life has to be
conceived as an expansion of the opportunities of individuals
to reach a high level of well-being [15]. In the current
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networked society [9], in which everyday relational and
communicative practices are increasingly being shaped by
digital media and the Internet has become pervasive in daily
life, the ability to use digital technologies to access
information and knowledge, as well as to participate in the
web society, determines the different levels of capability and
freedom of choice of a person. As data on the digital divide
show [58], the focus is on how to use ICTs effectively in
relation to personal needs and desires.This point refers to the
so-called third level of the digital divide, i.e., digital capital,
which is seen as the returning social benefits of using the
Internet [46]. It is a bridge capital which influences the ways
people lookfor information and their motivation and support,
and provides the skills to elaborate, process and use such
information to improve their life chances. It is strongly
interrelated with the other five types of capital: social [11],
[44], political [55], economic [7], human [3] and cultural [7].
The opportunities provided by the use of ICTs are the product
of the interactions between these five capitals and digital
capital, which impact the opportunities to access technologies
and the Internet (the first level of the digital divide), the online
experience (the second level of the digital divide) and the
outcomes and social benefits (the third level of the digital
divide, [47]). Relying on the conceptualization of [53], the
issue of digital inequalities should therefore be re-modulated
to focus primarily on the conditions that, due to the
introduction of digital technologies, have prevented the
capability development of certain groups of subjects, limiting
their relevant functioning, and therefore restricting their
freedom and individual autonomy to achieve different
combinations of “being and doing”.

The teachers’ professional capital: a complex set of different
elements

According to [23], the professional capital of teachers is a
function of the interaction of three components: human capital
(the talent of the individual), social capital (the quality of the
group), and decisional capital (the development of the
expertise and professional judgement of individuals and
groups, which enables them to make increasingly effective
decisions over time). Let us examine them more in detail.

Human capital refers to the human resource or personal
dimension of the quality of teachers in the school — their basic
teaching talents. We can define teachers’ human capital as
their set of knowledge and skills, the duration of their
education/training path, their emotional intelligence, their
empathy, and their ability to understand a heterogeneous
student population[3]. Therefore, human capital refers to the
knowledge and skills that every teacher must have in order to
stimulate each student to achieve his/her learning and
potential development in the best possible way [45]. For
decades, it was thought that having good human capital was
sufficient to be a good teacher: devotion, commitment, study,
training, culture and substantial practice. However, in the
teaching profession, human capital is not everything. Today,
possessing the content to be taught, the didactic methods, as
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well as the consolidated practices to teach that content is no
longer sufficient[12].

Hargreaves and Fullan [23] stressed two other types of capital
in the teaching profession: social and decisional (or decision-
making) capital. It is not the aim of this essay to review the
main theoretical approaches on social capital [11], [44]. In the
educational context, it refers to the construction of
relationships based on trust and collaboration among teachers,
teachers and managers, teachers and students, and teachers
and parents, as well as among schools. Human and social
capital are both important, but human capital is not as
influential as social capital as a lead strategy [24]. Leana [28]
found that teachers with low human capital who happened to
work in a school with higher social capital achieved better
outcomes than those in schools with lower social capital.
Being in a school around others who are working effectively
rubs off on teachers and engages them. Interpersonal trust and
individual expertise work hand-in-hand toward better results.
Social capital increases an individual’s knowledge by
providing access to other people’s human capital [20].

Lastly, decisional capital refers to the sum of practice and
expertise in making decisions disseminated to many
individuals or groups in a school and its community. It refers
to the resources of knowledge, intelligence and energy
required to put human and social capital to work to achieve
the school’s goals [23]. It should be thought of at both the
individual (i.e., a given teacher’s expertise) and group levels
(i.e., the collective judgement of two or more teachers, [20])
in making good decisions in complex circumstances. Among
the three different types of capital identified by Hargreaves
and Fullan [23], social capital is the most important. Since
uncertainty and unpredictability are fundamental aspects in
the educational practice, collaboration is essential because it is
through interaction with colleagues that uncertainty can be
managed.

Research on the power of collaborative cultures to achieve
results, which has been accumulating for over 40 years, points
to the power of social capital to improve student learning [30],
[31]. Collaborative cultures accumulate and circulate
knowledge, assistance and support, which helps teachers to
become effective, increases their confidence and encourages
them to be more open to and actively engaged in improvement
and change. Collaborative cultures require attention to the
structures and formal organization of school life. However,
their underlying sources of strength are informal, namely
relationships, conversations, expressions of interest andthe
provision of support [23].

Thus, the issue of collaborative cultures is apparently
becoming increasingly important in teachers’ professionalism.
Here, the focus will be on the potential linkages between the
diffusion of digital technologies in schools and teachers’
collaboration practices, exploring the opportunities and
shortcomings in the development of teachers’ professional
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communities and the role played by digital technologies in
fostering them.

Teachers’ collaboration, professional communities and

networks of relationships

The focus here is on the so-called “organizational” innovation
based on the definition of different types of innovation
contextualized  within  the education sector [34].
Organizational innovation refers to the introduction of
significant new organizational structures and organizational
methods in workplace organization or external relations. In
the education sector, organizational innovations could be, for
example, the employment of new ways of organizing the work
among teachers or organizational changes in the
administrative area [36]. Based on such definition, it is
interesting to inquire whether, and to what extent, the
widespread diffusion of digital technologies in schools is
changing teachers’ working practices, particularly their
collaborative cultures, the professional communities arising
on the web and the social relations (in person as well as
virtual) among their members.

A first aspect emerging from the research in this field is that
the introduction of a technology seems to “force” teachers to
activate networks of relationships [43]. Indeed, “social
relations” have a key role in promoting technology in schools
[16].

Here, we will just briefly refer to the two factors emerging
from the literature, mainly affecting the differences identified
in the collaborative behaviors of teachers. According to the
Capability Approach, the relation existing between the
possession of a “good” (e.g. access to an e-learning
environment or to a social network site) and the functioning to
achieve certain beings and doings (e.g. to achieve high-quality
learning or establish a significant relation) is influenced by
two main types of conversion factors. First, among the
personal conversion factors, age and familiarity with digital
technologies have emerged as the most relevant. These are
two strictly related variables, because, generally, younger
teachers show higher levels of familiarity with the use of
ICTs. However, a direct correlation between the two variables
should not be taken for granted. As Hargreaves and Fullan
[23] showed, the stereotype is that teachers who are late in
their careers are resisters. However, four types of teachers can
be identified. First are the renewed teachers, who are
constantly learning and being challenged. Disenchanted
teachers were once very excited about change but, as a result
of negative experiences, have become discouraged; however,
they can be re-enchanted. Then, there are the quiet teachers.
Introverts are more likely to work with two or three people
rather than the entire school to make improvements, and that
is the best way to work with them. The fourth group is the
resisters. These are the educators on whom those who run
performance evaluations have focused, i.e., they are the
deadwood that should be removed.
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With reference to the environmental conversion factors, the
contextual conditions in which teachers work clearly emerges
as key elements in impacting the teachers’ digital capabilities
development. We refer particularly to the quality and quantity
of the ICT equipment available in schools, the opportunity to
connect to the Internet, the greater or lesser willingness of a
school’s head, the more or less positive relationships among
the staff, the different “climate” of each institution, etc.
Considering, for example, the size of schools, the evidence of
its influence in fostering the adoption and diffusion of digital
technologies among teachers is not unanimous. Indeed, in
small educational institutions, there is a greater propensity to
disseminate ICTs than in medium or large schools, as the
intense social relationships and collegiality seem to influence
the attitudes of the teachers [60]. Nevertheless, other research
has considered school-related factors as less influential [19],
instead highlighting the greater importance of personal
factors.

The consideration of both personal and contextual conversion
factors reveals significant differences not only at the national
level (among regions and cities), but also among schools
(within the same region or the same city) and among classes
within the same school. This leads to an investigation of the
potential emergence of new forms of inequality in schools,
linked to the diffusion of digital technologies involving both
teachers and students.

I1l. FINDINGS

Nowadays, “digital skills” is one of the main areas of
teachers’ professional development, indicating the most useful
skills for teachers in today’s schools. The question to ask is
the following: which capital and which capabilities should be
fostered? Here, the focus will be on two aspects that are more
related to the issues tackled in the article. The first refers to
the creation of networks of schools. The second is the
enhancement of a training model based on experiential
training among colleagues.

For the first aspect, the underlying assumption is that a school
that builds networks and relationships is best rooted in the
context in which it operates. Both Bryk et al. [8] and
Leithwood [29] showed that developing the social capital of
schools and of the community creates a powerful
combination. When schools work on their social capital, they
are more likely to see parents and the community as part of
the solution. When they remain isolated, individualistic
cultures, they can easily treat parents as part of the problem,
reinforcing a downward spiral. According to [24], the best
way to support and motivate teachers is to create conditions in
which they can together be effective day after day. This does
not mean intra-school collaboration alone; it should also
include inter-school and inter-district collaboration.

The activity most frequently conducted by networks of
schools relates to teachers’ training and professional
development; within the network, the so-called hub school has
the task of managing, from an administrative and practical
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point of view, the training activities for the teaching staff of
the different schools in the network. This could be an effective
way to foster the development of collaborations among
schools and to start co-planning projects that benefit all the
stakeholders involved.

The second aspect to be underlined refers to the enhancement
of a teacher training model that is carried out from a practical-
critical perspective, with practical activities prevailing over
exclusively theoretical ones. This is particularly interesting in
relation to digital technology training, in which the
experiential and practical aspects are very important for the
dissemination of a multimedia culture within schools that
could be conveyed by more experienced teachers to less
experienced colleagues. This refers to the socialization and
sharing of knowledge and skills within the school; the focus is
on the social capital of teachers, as well as that of the schools.

Drawing on international experiences[59], [57], some of the
lessons learned can be outlined, providing recommendations
for policy interventions. Among these, the UOC report [59]
mentions the accreditation of voluntary training and other
teacher professional development activities (e.g. participation
in projects, collaboration and networking, self-training).
Moreover, active engagement with informal networks and
communities of practice focused on technology and education
is also helpful. Informal exchange and collaboration between
teachers, or together with other practitioners, is fruitful for the
development of technological awareness and practical
knowledge. The construction of networks of practitioners
depends on a proactive attitude towards networking and
collaboration among teaching staff and other practitioners
interested in promoting sustainable, comprehensive, multi-
stakeholder approaches to technological pedagogy. The
sustainability of such networks relies on active collaboration
between teachers. Therefore, teachers should also be prepared
to share knowledge and experience related to technology
among themselves, which points to the importance of abilities
such as the capacity to design training sessions [59].

Recently, a growing interest in the design of learning spaces
that support and facilitate collaborative learning - often
underpinned with digital technologies - has been observed.
The final report on the CAPITAL project (Curriculum and
Pedagogy in Technology Assisted Learning) in England [32]
showed a growing trend whereby employers were augmenting
or replacing traditional Continuing Professional Development
strategies with social networking tools to facilitate
collaboration amongst employees [41]. On an international
scale, eTwinning, part of the Erasmus+ program, provides a
forum in which all those working in schools, including
teachers, headteachers and librarians, can collaborate, develop
projects and participate in an international community of
practice[2]. Cooperation is encouraged at the levels of both
school and individual teachers. eTwinning now has over
500,000 registered users, and involves nearly 180,000
schools[17]. At the same time, however, previous research
illustrated the apparent increasing devolution of power to
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individual schools and new federations that may bring schools
together under a single sponsor while remaining
geographically dispersed. This may mean an increased role for
technology-supported inter-institutional collaboration amongst
teachers [32]. Indeed, strong support for peer-to-peer learning
as an expanding force in teachers’ professional development
is observed. This should form part of a blended approach in
which more informal, socially networked learning is merged
with formal training. As shown by the UNESCO report [57]
looking at the conditions impacting the development of digital
skills based on five international comparative surveys, Hong
Kong has developed an ICT training framework for teachers,
aiming at increasing their career development opportunities in
the digital field. It promotes the creation of communities of
practice among teachers to disseminate new skills and
pedagogical methods, covering both teachers’ initial training
and their continuing training, adapting to the specific
requirements of pre-school, primary and secondary education.
Teacher social and professional networks can support
collective learning and innovation, and help to address the risk
of professional isolation among individual teachers [17].

IV. DISCUSSION

Policy implications on teachers’ professional development:
the added value of (technology supported) peer-to-peer
learning

The article has tackled some issues that have several policy
implications.

A first aspect refers to both the pre-service and the in-service
training of teachers. The TALIS survey adopted a broad
definition of professional development among teachers [36],
as activities that develop an individual’s skills, knowledge,
expertise and other characteristics as a teacher. The definition
recognizes that development can be provided in many ways,
ranging from the formal to the informal. It can be made
available through external expertise in the form of courses,
workshops or formal qualification programs, through
collaboration between schools or between teachers across
schools (e.g. observational visits to other schools or teacher
networks) or within the schools in which the teachers work. In
this last case, development can be provided through
coaching/mentoring, collaborative planning and teaching, and
the sharing of good practices [36]. However, most of the
strategies recently developed in terms of teachers’ training
seem to be characterized by a marked individualism, and little
space is dedicated to collaboration between colleagues. Thus,
the development of social capital is not currently a widely-
used strategy in the teaching profession [23]. Further,
collaboration among teachers does not play an important role
in training initiatives for teachers [45].

Generally, policymakers think almost exclusively of
professional learning as individual learning. In contrast, the
focus should be on creating “social learning” [40]. Investment
in collective development is the key to more rapid and deep
improvement. For this reason, the policies and corresponding
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strategies must invest in purposeful group learning and
development [21]. From a policy perspective, effective
teacher collaboration can be stimulated in a number of ways,
including the following ([21]: by creating incentives for
schools to establish flexible structures within the school day
and year, allocating time for teachers and leaders to
participate in collegial planning, job-embedded professional
learning opportunities, and collaboration focused on the
analysis of evidence of student learning and the development
of focused strategies for improvement; by enabling teachers
working across schools to develop more of the curriculum
together - investing in their professional capital, and
especially social capital, as they jointly create high-quality
curriculum units of study. Teachers do not learn these
practices once and for all (and in some cases, they do not learn
them at all) in pre-service teacher education programs. They
learn them most effectively through their practice on the job
and by having access to coaches and skilled peers [20].

Technology per se does not add any real value to education, as
the evaluation of many policies and school interventions has
shown [18], [57]. The matter of evaluation requires careful
attention to identify what and how to evaluate. Contributors to
the CAPITAL project’s Innovation Forums expressed concern
about the need to be clearer that ‘what works’ is more
important than ‘what is new’.

V. CONCLUSION

We conclude by providing some remarks on the helpfulness of
adopting the Capability Approach to examine issues discussed
in this article, highlighting two main points. The first refers to
the need for a multidimensional approach to take into account
the importance of the different levels of analysis and their
interconnections. The Capability Approach represents an
added value, because, often, the relationships between ICTs
and educational processes and practices are examined only on
one level (macro, meso, micro, input, process, outcome /
impacts). Thus, the investigations are very limited,
underestimating the complexity of the phenomena under
examination and allowing light to be shed only on certain
parts of them. A multidimensional approach instead allows the
clarification of how the different aspects are interconnected
and the links among the parts of an increasingly complex
scenario. In addition, it reduces the risk of conclusions that, in
the past, have often proven to be reductive, simplistic and/or
disconnected from the concrete contexts.

Secondly, the importance that the Capability Approach
assigns to the context is noteworthy. According to the Senian
framework, it plays a decisive role in influencing individual
opportunities to transform resources into functioning, thus
allowing subjects to do and be what they value. The
assessment of teachers’ capabilities cannot be achieved
independently of the context, but instead requires in-situ
contextualized judgements [5], [6]. Thus, by acknowledging
the conversion factors, the Capability Approach takes into
account the broader social and institutional context that affects
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a person’s capability set and recognizes that our opportunities
and prospects depend crucially on what institutions exist and
how they function [54].

To conclude, the Capability Approach focuses our attention
on the ways in which the potential for capital accumulation
through capability acquisition could be frustrated by structural
and sometimes policy-based obstacles to opportunity[4]. It
stresses the interdependence of the various types of capital
and functioning in the different domains of life [26].
Accordingly, the question arises of whether and how policies
can be tools aimed at providing the subjects with the resources
necessary to develop an individual self-realization project and
enabling them to identify different available opportunities and
to choose among the possible alternatives [54].
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