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Introduction
Fabio Dovigo

> INTERNATIONAL OVERVIEW OF SCHOOL INCLUSION

1. Evolving perspectives on inclusive education

This special edition of Scuola Democratica was conceived to offer an updated 
examination of the state of the art of inclusive education in different countries 
(Austria, Finland, Great Britain, Italy, Sweden and the United States). These 
contexts, as we will soon see, offer a variety of ways of conceiving the organiza-
tion of schools and teaching, but also share a strong interest in the development 
of inclusive policies, all the while using enormously different approaches. Ed-
ucational activities whose aim is to nurture differences tend to produce experi-
ences which, despite developing common lines and links, can rarely be summed 
up in a serial view, standardized by educational processes and their results (For-
lin, 2012; Huddleston and Unwin, 2007).

Then again, this principle of uniqueness is the distinguishing element of 
inclusive practices, also with regard to students. From this perspective, each stu-
dent, regardless of his or her condition or origin, has value (Booth and Ainscow, 
2011; Ainscow et al., 2006). The school’s responsibility is to ensure that this 
value is fully manifested, and that the inherent potential in each person is ex-
pressed optimally, as stated by the constitution. This implies that each student’s 
‘voice’ be cultivated, heard and helped to grow until it finds its own self-expres-
sion, thus contributing to the student’s autonomy, or rather, the ability to engi-
neer his or her own life. The objective of personalization, for so long considered 
a type of projection that was somewhat idealized for the use and consumption 
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of pedagogic deliberation, now imposes itself as a concrete and urgent theme to 
the extent in which it is the society we live in that feeds on diversity and impos-
es the need to develop an inclusive vision through education that respects and 
values individual differences.

It is important to emphasize, pursuant to this regard, that uniqueness does 
not mean individualism and isolation. On the contrary, each experience, just 
as in school, is possible and can only be accomplished through contact with 
others, and it is only in the ‘plural self ’ in which otherness is as important as 
identity, that each person can find his or her personal voice (Hartley, 2007; Tay-
lor, 1995). It is likewise opportune to stay away from the diffused mantra of ex-
cellence currently prevailing unchallenged on the international as well as Italian 
scenarios. The term ‘excellence’ is significant only if it constitutes a comparison 
with something that is second-best. By definition, however, the widespread race 
to lay claim to the supremacy of a certain school or student produces failures 
in the form of substandard schools and students, necessary for confirming the 
superiority or talent of the most ‘endowed’. We must therefore decide whether 
to focus on having an exclusive school, which continues to reward those few 
students already destined to elite status due to wealth or cultural assets, or an 
inclusive school that is welcoming and democratic and which views diversity 
not as a problem but as an indispensable resource for mutual coexistence. 

2. Inclusion and teacher education

When facing the theme of creating more inclusive schools, we believe that the 
analysis of a series of important issues cannot be overlooked, namely the rela-
tionship between the training of teachers and their educational practices. The 
prevailing educational model in use today, in Italy as well as other countries, 
aims essentially at encouraging teachers to acquire knowledge on didactic prob-
lems and strategies useful for dealing with them effectively. This education is 
carried out mainly through lessons and/or drills that delve into the characteris-
tics of the job of teaching, applied to the various areas and disciplines, starting 
from the stimuli offered by scientific literature and research. If we exclude the 
internships that preparatory courses of future teachers call for, to which a rather 
limited amount of time is dedicated compared to the total amount of hours of 
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the educational track, the majority of the education and refresher activities are 
conducted outside of the actual context where these skills should be employed: 
that is, in the classroom in front of students.

Adopting a model rooted in an enlightened concept, cognitive-level under-
standing of fundamental elements that guide the development of a didactic 
practice should allow the teacher (or future teacher) to use it effectively in class 
(Avalos, 2010; Fraser et al., 2007; Stoll et al., 2006). However, often this is not 
the case, or rather, it occurs on a limited level with respect to the time dedi-
cated to the acquisition of such skills. Knowing the terms of an educational 
problem, mapping out an action plan and eventually practicing it with one’s 
colleagues during an education or refresher course is insufficient to ensure that 
this knowledge will function when the teacher tries to put it into practice in the 
classroom. The context characteristics that distinguish the real teaching situa-
tion are numerous and intervene in a determining manner to ensure the success 
or failure of specific educational strategy. Differences between schools indeed 
play a crucial role, and the idea that a common and universal practice can be 
defined without referring to the specific conditions of the context is an illusion 
(Rogoff, 1990, 2003).

The atmosphere in each specific class, the available physical space, each 
teacher’s own approach, the existing pressures caused by work, all these factors 
combine to make it very difficult to decide in advance on an action plan and 
then follow it in the classroom, limiting teachers to changing it according to 
student feedback, as the proposals of behavioral systems very much in style to-
day suggest. Take for example an indication that is rather recurrent today, that 
is, the need to plan a lesson timetable in advance. Dividing, as various manuals 
propose, the fifty minutes of a lesson into precise parts – e.g. a ten-minute 
warm-up, 20 minutes of explanation, 20 of drill/discussion, 10 for a test – is 
undoubtedly useful for structuring a teacher’s work with students, as it limits 
the risk of rambling and conveys the idea to students that the activity has a 
precise direction.

Nonetheless, this type of scheme does not function equally well for all themes 
and disciplines, without even considering that rambling and digressing (within 
certain limits) are fundamental procedures in a line of reasoning that does not 
aim to restrict itself to being mechanically linear. The most relevant limit of 
these planning approaches is that very rarely does a teacher adhere rigorously 
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to a timetable, because the input arising from the class leads teachers to change 
plans to help students better understand. If a student’s observation is pertinent 
and allows a specific reasoning to be understood in depth or creates new ideas, 
it is beneficial to allow space for this even if the timetable changes. In brief, a 
carefully prepared lesson (contents, activities, timing…) is important. However, 
good intentions, by nature, in teaching are simply not enough: they often must 
be made to function when a lesson gets into full swing. This means facing the 
elements of imponderability that emerge from the context, first of all, in the 
level of cooperation that one is able to establish with students as co-creators of 
the learning process and therefore, and to a great extent, of the lesson that aims 
to be inclusive (Bovill et al., 2011; Sawyer, 2011). 

3. Beyond the model of problem solving

The traditional teacher education model appears ill-adapted to make up the 
distance between knowledge and practice, knowing and know-how, as well 
as the insistence on developing the knowledge of phenomena which has no 
direct correspondence in practice and can even become counterproductive. In 
courses for future assistant teachers, for example, much research appears to 
confirm that the more course participants explore the various types of disabil-
ity (referring to the more serious forms), the more their faith in their abilities 
as future teachers not only does not increase, but decreases. The contrary is 
also true, in that the sense of self-efficacy of future teachers starts to improve 
when they begin to work effectively as a support in school, thereby giving 
themselves the possibility of understanding the true extent of the problems 
they had only been able to deal with theoretically in the past (Loreman et al., 
2013; Malinen et al., 2013; Savolainen et al., 2012). Too much information 
removed from direct contact with real work practices with disabled students 
tends to create illusions, and ends up magnifying difficulties instead of rein-
forcing the ability to face them. 

The rationalistic approach of courses does not limit itself to privileging the 
prevailingly intellectual comprehension of teacher activities but also tends to 
revolve around the contents and procedures through which the latter can be 
conveyed. This also means that, though the intention is to help teachers ac-
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quire new didactic strategies, it is almost always based on a description of ‘what’ 
and ‘how’, neglecting the crucial element of ‘who’ contributes to implementing 
these strategies. In other words, it is taken for granted that merely by illustrat-
ing how to organize a certain strategy that has proven effective, should per se 
enable teachers to apply the teaching in their activities. This model neglects 
the dimension of social and interpersonal involvement that is crucial so that a 
practice used successfully by a teacher can be adopted and made to be another’s. 
Developing a good level of collaboration between teachers, consisting of mutual 
encouragement, support and discussion regarding the experimentation of inclu-
sive procedures in one’s class, is just as important as an accurate description of 
contents and phases (Edwards, 2010; Wells and Edwards, 2013).

These considerations stress the importance of an overall revision of the ap-
proach used traditionally to train and update teachers in the context of inclusive 
education. To this end, it is useful to examine the rationalistic model which, as 
we have previously seen, is the basis for that approach. The quality of training, 
whether directed at teachers or other professional categories, has always been 
based on virtual interaction between that which scientific research suggests for 
problems emerging from the professional practice and the transformation of 
these suggestions into more suitable and effective programs of intervention. 
This leads to a circular and evolutionary process consisting of research and ex-
perimentation and their cyclical adaptation serving to improve educational and 
teaching practices (Cobb et al., 2003; Hargreaves, 1999; Timperley et al., 2007). 

While this approach in the past allowed important results to be reached 
in terms of improved educational proposals, in particular regarding inclusive 
didactics, over time it has manifested several obvious limits. First, it tends to 
assign jurisdiction for assessing scholastic practices outside of the context in 
which those practices are implemented, or rather, the classroom. According to 
this prospective, experts analyze the situation and offer suggestions which are 
the responsibility of the teachers to put into practice. A true improvement in 
didactics can effectively be achieved where this translates into a systematic feed-
back that promotes continuous dialogue between teachers and experts. Since 
this type of continuing collaboration is difficult to implement for reasons of 
resources, time, etc., the idea that often prevails in the end is that of ‘apply-
ing’ formulas in the classroom that have been packaged elsewhere, or rather, 
solutions guaranteed to function with any student (and any teacher). Therefore 
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‘teacher-tested’ guidelines and protocols are thus administered, needing only to 
be carried out diligently to ensure success in education.

Many research projects (and many teacher experiences) have shown that the 
work of patiently adapting each didactic proposal to the class situation and to 
individual students is much more important and demanding than the proposal 
itself (Bruner, 1996; Deppeler et al., 2015; Moore, 2012; Nash, 2003; Nind 
et al., 2013; Priestley and Biesta, 2013). As Thomas Edison affirmed, the suc-
cess of a promising idea is a matter of 10% inspiration and 90% perspiration. 
Having a good plan is essential, but the fundamental element is the ability of 
the teacher to make the necessary adjustments for its success in class. Thus, 
the problem-solving model which dominates the majority of training solutions 
tends to offer techniques which, as extensive as they may be, underestimate the 
importance of crucial observation, or rather, that the relational component of 
inclusive didactics is by far more important than the procedural one.

Each success in education is the result not only of solving an abstract prob-
lem, but of an encounter between a certain teacher (with his or her profession-
al and personal characteristics) and other subjects who collaborate so that the 
learning process can take place: students, other teachers, school staff, families, 
the ‘experts’. Nothing works at school without mutual collaboration and moti-
vation aimed in the desired direction, and the meaning that path has. This, in 
turn, explains the recurring failure of policies that seek to introduce change in 
schools from the top down, by decree. These inevitably meet up with resistance 
that thwarts the (often) good intentions of the law-maker, so that the provisions 
themselves obtain irrelevant results when not invalid or negative at best. 

4.  A new role for research on inclusion

From these critical considerations, in recent years a new approach to educating 
teachers based on the action-research method has consolidated itself and has 
also proven particularly promising in the sphere of inclusive education (Bry-
man, 2008; Holly et al., 2005; Reeves, 2008). As much as this method has 
become the object of greatly differing definitions and interpretations to date, it 
can be affirmed as an attempt to combine research and practice closely through 
a continuous interplay between the two dimensions, both conceived as equally 
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important and generative regarding the identification of inclusive strategies that 
are effective for didactics. Thus, the rationalistic model and the action-research 
model can both be said to promote a systematic reflection through the inter-
action of analysis and practice, but with a relevant difference: the first tends to 
identify solutions for the practice that are external to it, or rather, in the indica-
tions arising from the theory with respect to that which should function in the 
classroom, should these indications be correctly applied; the second, however, 
seeks the solution to the problems that emerge from the didactic practice within 
the practice itself, or rather, in the body of knowledge and experiences that the 
joint discussion and reflection of teachers and experts can offer. Furthermore, 
while the orientation of traditional research tends to separately distinguish and 
analyze the various components that comprise the scholastic experience, break-
ing them down in terms of motivation, expectations, self-esteem, leadership 
and so on, the action-research proposal, precisely because it is strongly linked 
to practices, aims to consider these elements in an integral manner, so as to em-
phasize the overall dynamics within the scholastic situation.

From this perspective, it is should be stressed that while the action-research 
approach could possibly end up being organized in a general theoretical formal-
ization, this is still not obligatory. Often the identified solutions are certainly 
valid but ad hoc, or rather, their ability to operate can only be partially extended. 
They cannot be reproduced in any situation; only where there are analogous 
characteristics in context. This may appear to be a significant limit but in ac-
tuality it is a point in favor of action-research: even if a change or innovation 
remains confined, because it functions only with schools of a specific order or 
area, that does not mean its effective impact on educational activities will not be 
equal (or even superior) to those of strategies that are supposed to be replicated 
in each school.

If it is important that inclusive educational practices be based on scientific 
evidence (and on the considerations they enable), it is equally important to 
recognize that evidence is the product not only of the acquisitions of the theo-
ry, but of the knowledge of the practices as well. While it may seem less gener-
alizable at times, the knowledge that emerges from practices helps to remember 
that in education, nothing that ‘functions’ exists irrespective of the meaning 
of learning, or of the subject to whom the latter is directed. In other words, 
one must always ask, on what should it function, and above all, for whom and 
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with whom. Consequently, while we agree on the importance, today greatly 
emphasized, of using evidence-based practices, we must also keep in mind 
that schools are an inexhaustible source of practice-based evidences waiting 
to be discovered and opportunely optimized (Florian, 2014; Taubman, 2009; 
Thomas and Pring, 2004).

Attention to inclusive practices serves to emphasize how, in other words, 
the educational challenge cannot be reduced to adopting neutral or ‘technical’ 
choices that scientific research would take upon itself to supply. The work of 
educating implies, contrarily, a continuous and critical discussion among those 
involved in the challenge, beginning with an open debate on the role that re-
spect and nurturing of differences play in the development of the type of school 
we want. It is in this direction that we hope the overview of the various interna-
tional proposals below will lead and clarify the possible paths to take in creating 
a more inclusive and welcoming school.
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