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1. Inclusive education in Italy: starting with values

In order to reflect precisely on the role of inclusive education in Italy, first and 
foremost, the fundamental theme of values must be examined. In the context 
of Italy, referral to educational values is always doubly risky. On the one hand, 
a sort of disenchantment (even cynicism at times) exists towards referring to 
values such as collaboration, respect, democracy and honesty. Each similar re-
ferral tends to be regularly silenced as naïve, rhetoric or politically correct. On 
the other hand, in a more damaging way, there is a systematic tendency to pay 
tribute emphatically to these and other values during official speeches or when 
writing program documents, then only to be quickly forgotten when it is time 
to take action. The two attitudes – disenchantment and double standards – ap-
pear closely linked and complementary. Similarly, schools are not immune to 
this mechanism. This explains why legitimate questions on the sense of educa-
tion are systematically avoided through extensive recourse to bureaucratic or, at 
most, technical responses. Reducing values to a mere shell ends up hiding the 
active role that these can perform in building that sense of community which 
is the essential condition for a school that aims to be truly inclusive and open 
to differences. In fact, values constitute a primary element of recognition that 
allows a consensus to be found on the various educational intentionalities, and 
to transform them into congruent and shared practices (Booth and Ainscow, 
2011).

Fabio Dovigo, Dipartimento di Scienze Umane e Sociali, Università degli Studi di Bergamo, 
fabio.dovigo@unibg.it
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Expressing the fundamental values of one’s work clearly, and discussing them 
with colleagues, students and families, allows for the creation of a common 
background which facilitates coordinated actions, confers a sense of movement 
and direction in one’s activities at school, all the while consolidating the sense 
of belonging and identity, as it strengthens the contributions of each person in 
planning a collective educational project. If inserted in a collaborative planning 
process for educational paths, the values become a forum that enables collabora-
tion between players and different roles without nullifying differences (Bowker 
and Star, 2000; Dovigo, 2017). Delineated in the perspective of inclusion, these 
allow schools to be transformed into a place of community construction, not 
despite diversity, but because of it.

From the perspective of the professional development of teachers, identifying 
shared values is what enables a common ground to be defined, thereby leading 
to the creation of an open and non-judgmental situation where critical analysis 
of the respective work practices can be based on reciprocal trust and respect. 
Where there is no context in which each person’s values can be openly expressed 
and discussed, this type of collaboration generally occurs by chance, based on 
teachers’ personal empathies, producing ‘functional islands’ which then pro-
duce isolated examples of good didactics, but which are rarely able to create 
alliances and expand to impact the school’s overall organization. The difficulty 
of establishing non-formal cooperative relations between teachers is magnified 
ultimately by the need to carry out one’s work in facilities not conceived to 
promote this type of collaboration. In the majority of Italian schools, the or-
ganization of spaces and timing is modeled on the individual teacher working 
with his or her class in substantially isolated conditions. Encounters and col-
laboration with colleagues almost always take place outside of the classroom, in 
staff meetings or even during coffee breaks, but they are based solely on indirect 
reports. It is indeed rare to have an opportunity to observe or work together on 
a particular situation, since teacher co-presence has been drastically reduced. 
The presence of an assistant teacher or assistant educator alongside a curricular 
teacher is a rare exception. Furthermore, as we go up in the school order, this 
condition of isolation intensifies. In kindergarten, working with open classes is 
quite common, while teaching is done almost exclusively in precisely separated 
conditions in secondary school, following an airtight compartment-type model. 
Consequently, the lack of interaction ensures that the investment each teacher 
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makes in his or her work, even when positive results are obtained, produces 
results that are lower than could be accomplished with greater exchanges of 
experience and coordinating.

2. Pressure towards exclusion and the learning community

This entropic situation explains why, when faced with the possibility of devel-
oping proposals regarding inclusion, many teachers declare they have no time 
for it as they are burdened by other tasks. In reality, creating inclusive projects 
does not require more time but the capacity to use it diversely through analysis 
and re-engineering available resources, which normally leads not to an heavi-
er but rather a lighter workload. In fact, where this type of interaction facili-
tated by identifying common values takes root, it becomes easier to resist the 
different types of pressure that teachers must increasingly deal with today. The 
latter emerge, on the one hand, from requests in which students must reach 
determined performance levels, which tend to limit the scholastic experience 
to curricular acquisitions, and these to an extremely narrow number of subjects 
(Italian and mathematics), the only ones considered worthy of being monitored 
through national educational testing. On the other hand, pressure is generated 
by the strong expectations invested in instruction as a tool for social-cultural and 
economic promotion. The neo-liberal atmosphere currently in vogue urges that 
these expectations be translated into an obligatory competition, adopted as the 
sole means of interpreting human behavior (Ball, 2013, 2015; Slee et al., 2003). 
This one-dimensional interpretation has created a widely confrontational atmos-
phere in recent years, where it is taken for granted that some students simply are 
unable to complete their studies, or situations where high schools contending for 
students with no-holds-barred marketing strategies are deemed good.

Creating alliances inside and out of the school, on behalf of an educational 
concept where competition is only one of many possible forms of relationship, 
serves to fight these pressures. It also allows teachers to draw on the vast wealth 
of personal experiences which, without a cooperative approach, go basically un-
used. This theme has been explored in detail over the years by action-research, 
and in particular by studies aimed at analyzing schools as a community of prac-
tices (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998: Wenger et al., 2002). These anal-
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yses allow teachers to be seen as members of a learning community – real or 
potential – where the contributions of teachers strengthened by a reciprocal 
commitment and the sense of a common project, and sharing one’s profession-
al repertory, is crucial for assessing the educational practices that lead to their 
constant improvement. 

These learning communities not only share a body of values they deem im-
portant, they help to build their identities as professionals. The relationship 
between experts and novices – more fluid than between teacher and student 
– as each one can be an expert in a certain area of skills and novice in another 
– allows access to the pool of professional knowledge of which each teacher is 
bearer, which would otherwise be destined to remain implied. In this sense, the 
approach of the community of practices applied to teacher education tends to 
consider teachers as the main experts regarding the problems they encounter in 
their daily activities, as well as the possible solutions each of these has processed 
over the course of their occupational practices.

It is also important to note that the aspect of participation is strengthened 
not only by the common values and sense of collective identity that teachers 
develop through their mutual work, but the production of artifacts that consol-
idate the sense of belonging and self-efficacy of the community itself. In order 
to develop an assessment, creating inclusive projects requires constant attention 
to the materiality of educational work and in particular, to the documentation 
of the path by which the learning takes place (Cole et al., 2000; Craig, 2003; 
Mitchell et al., 2005). Making observations, gathering texts and student draw-
ings, photographing the noteworthy phases of the activity, recording student 
questions and comments, writing one’s own reflections on the events, all of this 
serves to make the practices visible and accessible. Joint thinking can thus be 
connected to an external object that allows a shared memory to be constructed 
so that a new departure point can be created for stimulating further acquisitions 
through a process of diffused social learning.

3. The joint development of inclusion practices

The systematic gathering of documents on didactic activities in the form of a 
portfolio and case analyses has been the object of many studies in recent years. 
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These studies have demonstrated that the efficacy of these instruments is closely 
linked to their connection to an explicit continuing improvement project for 
professional practices aimed at greater inclusion (Darling-Hammond and Sny-
der, 2000; Wolf, 1994; Wray, 2007). In this regard, it must be kept in mind that 
collaboration between teachers does not automatically bring about adversity to 
innovation and the experimentation of new inclusive practices. Resistance to 
change in a school is quite normal, as it involves the destructuration of consoli-
dated schemes and habits, and even questioning the balances of power that have 
crystallized over time. From this point of view, collaboration among teachers 
can potentially evolve into true forms of obstructionism, through which teach-
ers can join forces to impede or hinder potential changes. As mentioned before, 
this situation is more likely to occur when the proposal for change is introduced 
from the top down or from outside. Nonetheless, it also emphasizes the tenden-
cy towards a spontaneistic (and a bit naïve at times) view of the mechanisms of 
building a professional collaboration aimed at promoting innovation in teach-
ing activities.

On the basis of these considerations, a direction has recently begun to gain 
strength which offers to promote improvement of teacher educational practices 
as a continuous process within the very activities of teaching. The purpose of 
this direction is to adopt the basic practices of learning based on learning by 
doing, and aims to improve not only that which teachers know, but also that 
which they do. Known as Joint Practice Development (Hargreaves, 2011, 2012; 
Sebba et al., 2012), this approach came into being as a response to the limits 
pointed out regarding the rationalistic/cognitive model of teacher education, 
and aims to emphasize how the social and interpersonal component of these 
activities demands no less attention than that which has been dedicated to the 
contents of didactics to date. More precisely, Joint Practice Development is 
based on the idea of the primary focus of interaction and reciprocal support 
among the various figures (namely teachers) who are responsible for innovation 
at school. To this purpose, the approach emphasizes: i) the importance of opti-
mizing pre-existing positive relations between teachers which are generally the 
basis for good procedures already underway; ii) the positive influence that cre-
ating and consolidating a trusting atmosphere between professionals can have, 
where a reciprocal analysis can be made of one’s work which offers interpretative 
elements that may be critical yet all the while capable of remaining friendly and 
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non-destructive; iii) the possibility, starting from this condition of reciprocal at-
tention and trust, of helping emerge and making available each person’s implicit 
experiences to everyone, of which each teacher is in varying measure a bearer; 
iv) with a job such as education that is first and foremost relational, the value for 
schools as a whole that this acquired ability holds by acknowledging that people 
matter, or rather, make the difference; v) the attention to ensure that changes 
made to their didactics may be perceived by teachers as significant, able to truly 
impact their work in the classroom, and at the same time, be sustainable, or 
rather, able to bring about interesting yet not excessively destabilizing challeng-
es. An objective too high or complex runs the risk of discouraging teachers, 
instead of motivating them.

4. Collaboration, innovation and professional development

Joint Practice Development starts from the perspective which affirms that social 
wealth exists in schools – formed by the values and convictions that promote 
the establishment of common bonds between the various players. It also plays 
a decisive role in the processes of continuing innovation, as a precondition for 
strengthening the cultural and professional assets of the school as a whole (Har-
greaves, 2003).

It consists of development, as previously observed, meant to produce effec-
tive improvements in practices, and is consequently linked to the idea that the 
efficacy of change cannot exist irrespective of evaluating that which teachers 
themselves perceive as efficacious and useful in the activities carried out in their 
classrooms. Thus, the aim of collaborative development of the professionalism 
of teachers is not merely replicating existing good procedures, but to extend and 
perfect them, all the while personalizing them according to the specific situa-
tion of each person. In other words, collaboration between teachers aims not so 
much to convey but to improve the existing practices through an incremental 
process of innovation which never loses sight of the landmark of the concrete 
conditions of daily teaching.

This is accomplished through the analysis of good practices in the three dif-
ferent areas of potential learning for teachers, respectively regarding the expe-
riential (hands-on) component of teaching, the metacognitive and reflective 
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dimension regarding the activity done in class, and the adaptation of the effi-
cacy of actions through a support that improves them according to the specific 
conditions of the context (Fielding et al., 2005).

To be activated and applied systematically, the Joint Practice Development 
process must be simultaneously linked to the acquisition of an adequate degree 
of flexibility on an organizational level, resulting both from the participation of 
the administration in the goals of experimentation, as well as the helpfulness of 
‘senior’ teachers towards the ‘novices’ with respect to a mutual relationship and 
the critical analysis of professional practices. From this point of view, two dif-
fering levels of collaboration can be identified (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012). 
On the one hand, the development of practices shared among teachers, with 
the objective of acquiring new knowledge and conceptual tools, the expansion 
of their professional repertories, the strengthening of the capability to plan effi-
cacious didactic paths, and the development of specific skills for managing the 
class. This means identifying good existing practices or helping to create them, 
thereby contributing to their diffusion through a continuous work of adapta-
tion to the specific context in which they are to be used. On the other hand, a 
collaboration plan can also be singled out to facilitate the transfer of practices 
not only among teachers, but schools as a whole. This requires that the process 
of mediation be oriented not only towards teaching practices and relations be-
tween individual teachers but towards the identification of common resources 
and a shared leadership, in order to contribute to building a sense of communi-
ty. This latter aspect stresses, in turn, the tight bond between an approach aimed 
at promoting joint professional development and inclusive practice planning 
(Ainscow et al., 2012). Improving professional practices means identifying a 
common action plan that allows consolidated procedures to be assessed, and 
points out which challenges must be faced in order to promote the inclusion of 
all students.

In particular, this regards questioning stereotypes and prejudices that can in-
volve particular groups within the school, and which lead to phenomena of per-
sistent discrimination that can be combated only by the common and explicit 
efforts of teachers. This effort requires that the motivation of teachers be sup-
ported regarding a commitment not exclusively technical or curricular towards 
their work at school. As previously seen, this becomes possible to the extent in 
which teachers feel that the process of change is relevant for them and, at the 
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same time, sustainable. Thus, a sense of involvement and tenure can develop 
regarding a commitment that demands continuous professional development. 
This in turn leads to a deeper understanding of one’s potential as a teacher and 
the possibility of using it for the good of students.

5. Cultivating good inclusive practices: a few strategies

In short, when teacher education is aimed at creating a process of change that 
includes planning and experimentation of inclusive practices, it implies a series 
of important challenges. Firstly, it requires that a common language be devel-
oped to neutralize elements of marginalization and exclusion implicit in the 
linguistic constructs stratified over time, and which allow a new vocabulary 
and new forms of expression to be adopted that are able to see and appreciate 
the innate value of difference. In order for this to take place, education must 
be structured as a research path aimed at clarifying didactic, leadership and 
organizational dimensions inherent in scholastic activities, and analyze them 
from the perspective of student needs and potential. Teacher education thus 
becomes a necessary step for comprehending how differences (social, cultural, 
gender, metacognitive…) can take on a determining role in building a positive 
scholastic experience, as a process involving the entire community. As observed 
previously, this process must take into account: i) the key role that identifying 
common values plays, as a shared terrain that allows teachers to dialogue on the 
inherent problems in their jobs; ii) the need to create and support teacher moti-
vations towards a commitment to change, as an developmental element able to 
involve as much on a professional level as on a personal one; iii) the importance 
of perceiving the growth of professional knowledge not as a simple transfer, but 
as a process of the development of practices that depends on the establishment 
of a collaboration based not only on reflection on cases, but also on the active 
participation in teaching activities offering a way to observe and discuss true 
examples of innovative didactics.

There are several proposals that go in this last direction. For example, review-
ing critical incidents in the form of shared analysis by teachers on the competent 
management of scholastic activities (Francis, 1997; Korthagen, 2001; Tripp, 
1993) has proven to be a particularly useful approach. Another interesting ap-
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proach is lesson study, where teachers are organized into work groups with the 
aim of planning, conducting, analyzing and systematically improving their own 
didactic proposals and interaction with the class (Fernandez and Yoshida, 2004; 
Dudley, 2015; Saito et al., 2015).

The common denominator for these and other possible tools for improving 
teacher professionalism is collaborative research based on sharing ideas, reflect-
ing on practices and possibly singling out moments of co-presence in the class-
room, so as to allow a discussion to take place based not on past descriptions but 
beginning with that which is observed in real time in classroom activities. It is 
certainly not an easy endeavour finding or creating these co-presence situations 
in a scholastic organization where, in the name of a so-called rationalization, 
these moments have been continuously eliminated over time. Nonetheless, the 
true challenge is to create an atmosphere of reciprocal esteem and openness 
where each teacher can be a ‘critical friend’ to his or her colleagues, thus con-
tributing to reciprocally improve their own activities in class by observations 
that are neither destructive nor complaisant. This does not mean that the educa-
tion process should be carried out only by organizing teacher circles. It is, how-
ever, crucial that there be a form of external support that encourages, sustains 
and if necessary, helps to broaden and consolidate the horizons of this research 
activity in several ways: offering stimuli and innovative ideas from scientific re-
search; ensuring that there is continuity and integration regarding the possible 
contributions from differing work groups; ensuring there is sufficient space to 
allow evidence to emerge that can help lead to producing desired changes.

This evidence, as noted previously, is particularly useful if it is the product 
of reciprocal observation among teachers and the opinions gathered from stu-
dents, and if it is able to spur an authentic exchange of views entrenched in 
daily practices. It is best to bear in mind that the paths to change regarding 
inclusion are never easy or linear. Even evaluations produced by evidence can be 
obstructed or neutralized if there are conflicting views on the work of teachers, 
in particular if these views remain implied or are not expressed clearly. For this 
reason it is important to cultivate evidence as an exercise in imagination based 
on common values, or rather, as a ‘trampoline’ that seeks to stimulate change, 
creating periods of turbulence or thawing with regard to existing concepts, thus 
allowing the numerous obstacles to learning and participation to be overcome 
that each school inevitably faces along the path to inclusion.
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