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Active education is committed to school inclusion of students with Special Educational 
Needs (or SEN students). The concept of Special Educational Needs is broad, ranging 

from disability to other problematic conditions, in some case temporary ones, but in any case 
producing needs which have to be dealt with. 

According to the ICF (International Classification of Functioning) - the document produced by 
WHO (World Health Organization) in 2002 - every one of us can be “measured”/classified by 
the analysis of her/his functioning - a positive measurement, which focus on abilities and not on 
faults, and it points to the great difference between “disability” and “handicap”.

“Disability” is the condition the person is in - a blind person has no possibility to see either if s/he 
is from Italy or from Rwanda - “handicap” is the distance gap with the people who have not got 
her/his disability - the difficulties this blind person finds in her/his daily life, in comparison with 
the people who can see.
Education cannot operate on disability - for this there are the professionals from the health sectors 
- but it can make a difference on handicap. 
Making a difference about handicap is shown by our capacity to have good school inclusion of 
SEN students, and active methodologies provide the means for this to be possible.

***The challenge (and our bet) is that in applying these active methodologies we improve all 
students’ learning experience, not only the SEN students’, and we have better education and 
better results from all the children involved.

The games and the activities proposed in the Quality I - KIT are not only addressed to the students 
with learning difficulties, they can be proposed and experienced by all children, and all can 
profit by them. 

By using a variety of teaching aids and materials we widen the learning experience of all children: 
we still do not know how the learning process takes place in each of our students’ minds; we’d 
better offer a “multiple choice” teaching in order to widen the possibility to “reach” everyone. 

Henry Widdowson (English linguist, born in 1935) strongly maintains that teachers and 
educators must focus their attention and apply their efforts to <teaching>, and not so much to 
<learning> issues. He asserts we actually know nothing about the way people or children learn: 
we have a lot of clues and interpretations, as well as theories, about the functioning of the mind, 
but there’s nothing final on it. 
Therefore, the best thing we can investigate and improve is the activity on which we have power 
and control: teaching (using the term “teaching” he means a broader concept than instructing 
students at school).
By offering our students the widest range of input, we allow them to find and choose what’s more 
appropriate to their style of learning. In this way we can foresee a grade of success much wider 
than with the traditional teaching.
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What a bright student learns by playing with a Lotò or a glove puppet, may not be measurable, 
but it exists and will be treasured. It is certainly linked to flexibility, creativity, open mindness in 
problem solving and dealing with unexpected situations, all key abilities to face the unknown 
future. By using a variety of materials and instruments,  we have the actual possibility of 
including many of the abilities the children may have. This is well explained by the theory of 
multiple intelligences, which opposes the idea of a general intelligence we can measure with 
standard IQ tests.

Howard Gardner1 proposed the Theory of Multiple Intelligences in his “Frames of Mind” (1983). 
Every person has a unique “mixture” of at least eight different kinds of intelligence: linguistic, 
logic-mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily/kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and 
naturalistic. 
These intelligences are ‘‘biopsychological potential to process information that can be activated 
in a cultural setting to solve problems or create products that are of value in a culture’’ . Some 
of these intelligence are more developed than other ones, but there can be changes during life, 
due to experiences, new learning, bridging (using individual points of strength to develop those 
ones which are weaker).

Traditionally, schools have focused on the development of logical and linguistic intelligences. 
Gardner’s theory argues that students will be better served by a broader vision of education, 
wherein teachers use different methodologies, exercises and activities to reach all students, not 
just those who excel at linguistic and logical intelligence.

We at Ceis believe that being committed to fully inclusive education, that to say teaching children 
with difficulties and disabilities in mainstream classes,  is not because of our “good heart”, but:
✔ full inclusion faces up to reality: difficulties and disabilities exist
✔ full inclusion respects the high values of equality and democracy we stand for (and provides
 links with the international community who stands for the same values)
✔ full inclusion is a resource, a way of improving the school experience and academic achievements
 for all the students2.

Full inclusion is not only socialization, children with difficulties and disabilities are at school to 
learn, exactly as the other students are. Full inclusion means a constant emphasis on achievement 
for everybody.

The children’s rights to be accepted as they are and to participate to the learning process are 
key-factors to let everybody achieve their full potential.

1 Howard Earl Gardner (1943 in Scranton, Pennsylvania, USA) is an American developmental psychologist who 
is a professor of Cognition and Education at Harvard Graduate School of Education at Harvard University, Senior 
Director of Harvard Project Zero and author of over twenty books translated into thirty languages. Since 1995, he 
has been the co-director of the Good Work Project. He is best known for his theory of multiple intelligences. Gardner 
is still considering a ninth intelligence, or existential intelligence, but has not added it yet.
Gardner believes that each intelligence has a unique biological basis, a distinct course of development, and different 
expert, or “end-state,” performances.  At the same time, he emphasizes that a lengthy process of education is required 
to transform any raw potential into a mature social role.
2 We at Ceis subscribe to the Conclusive petition at the International Convention “The Quality of School Inclusion”
[Organized by Erickson Publishers, in Rimini, Italy, November 2009]: “Don’t forget – ever – that disability crosses life, 
it is within life, it is not a destiny which doesn’t belong to us. It could happen that, one day, you need a wheelchair, 
incontinence pads, rehabilitation, or you have a child or a relative with disabilities. So it is clear that disability is 
everyone’s concern, that it is not wise to turn you head because today it is no concern of yours. That child – your son’s 
schoolmate – is a resource of culture and learning and not a hindrance, preventing your child from making progress. 
Time has come for all the teachers – absolutely all – to become passionate experts on school inclusion.”
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Teaching children with difficulties and disabilities implies to recognize everybody’s needs:

The child with disability needs:

• Her/his situation (abilities, potentialities,
 limitations…) is known
• her/his personal ways to communicate
 and to seek wellbeing are accepted
• The classroom (space) is modified 
• Individual interventions are scheduled
• Timetables are carefully planned 
• Functional learning (generalization, social
 and life skills, autonomy…) is carried out
 in a variety of ways
• Educational curriculum is adapted

Schoolmates’ needs:

• Each one’s individuality is recognized and
 accepted and one’s and another’s
 limitations are tolerated
• Communicative skills are widened with a
 variety of languages
• Social skills are increased
• School experience reflects reality
• School experience prepares to meet
 disability as an experience which can
 “touch” everybody
• Theory of Mind (understanding others’
 minds) grows and becomes more flexible
 Academic education is completed

Full inclusion can provide a lot of occasions for learning, so it is to be considered a resource for 
teaching:

The child with disability gains:

• Social skills learnt through real social
 interaction (genuine social relationships
 with peers and adults)
• Possibility of imitating adequate models
• Rich stimuli provided by environmental
 conditions
• Positive routines
• Spirit of adaptability
• Autonomy (personal independence)
• Generalizing
• Facilitated access to the general
 curriculum

Schoolmates gain:

• Acceptance of diversity (empathy, but also
 tolerance in stressful situations)
• Different “languages” (ways to express
 oneself and to communicate)
 comprehension, usage and mastering
• Variety of teaching aids used with the
 child with disability (visual and practical
 instruments which help with anticipation,
 categorization, coupling and matching…)
• Problem solving abilities (anticipation,
 mental images, classification, priorities...)
• Tutoring skills (analysis, interiorization,
 study in depth, and reinforcement of the
 curriculum content)
• Mental flexibility

Full inclusion is possible when:
✔ a rich set of activities,
✔ multi-level instructional approaches, 
✔ a constant focus on the organization of space and timetables,
✔ as well as changes in the teachers’ and in the professionals’ attitudes and skills have
 become a shared commitment and choice of the school.

Full inclusion has been criticized3, it is viewed by some as a practice philosophically attractive yet 
impractical. These are the strongest points against full inclusion:

3 Inclusive education,  as it is implemented in Italy, is very different from what is done in the majority of other countries. 
In most countries there are: special schools, special classes (classes for SEN students within regular schools), partial 
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✔ In general, in Italian state schools there are usually strict distinctions between class teachers
 and support teachers and in the majority of cases the support teachers spend all their teaching
 time with the child with disability alone, often outside the classroom, never teaching the whole
 class (quite different from the manner the Italian law provides for);
✔ Lack of deep, specific training for teachers;
✔ Lack of organized training-in-service for teachers;
✔ Further problems when facing multiple disabilities;
✔ Confusion and lack of predictability of many non-specific rooms;
✔ Possible behavioural crisis generated in the child with disability by confusion;
✔ Intolerance and difficulties in living together.

We “Insist on Inclusion”

Some Points for Reflection from Professor Angelo Errani (University of Bologna, 
Faculty of Scienze della Formazione, Department of Special Education)4

• Human diversity is the norm - we are all different, so the most important goal is to be able to 
turn everyone’s best aspects to better account and, at the same time, to be able to modify those 
aspects which are not mutually fruitful.

• Is the child with disability “a  child who hasn’t come out well” or is she or he “a child with 
a different life path”? If the child is like a “broken product” she or he can only “be repaired”, 
but if the child with disability has a different life path, this path must be imagined, planned and 
carried out.

• Who is the child born with disability? She o he is a person who shares most of the life aspects 
with her/his school-mates and, in addition, she or he has a deficit. Being educators for children 
with disabilities is to study this originality.

• First need for a child with disability is to live a life as much as possible similar to the others’.

• Who do the children learn from? Most of the time children learn from same age mates, and 
most things are learned in informal situations.

• What do we learn? We learn what we don’t know. This means we learn from what is different, 
what is unlike, what is original, what is new compared with all that I already know, with my 
previous knowledge.

• The WHO (World Health Organization) has produced and voted in 2002 a document which has 

inclusion (also called:  regular inclusion) or mainstreaming (the practice of educating SEN students in regular classes 
during specific time periods based on their skills) with resource rooms (special education classroom in a regular 
school where SEN students receive direct, specialized instruction as individuals or in small groups) and, sometimes, 
full inclusion. 
This last organization - Full inclusion - looks like the Italian inclusion of all children (no matter how serious their 
conditions can be) in mainstream classes, yet there are deep differences: 
• everywhere - except in Italy - there are commissions formed by experts (professionals from the education and/or
 health sectors) who exclude some children on the basis of their not being “good candidates for inclusion”; 
• full inclusion is meant especially for socialization activities, not actually for academic purposes; 
• trained specialists from outside the school (like speech-therapists, for example) come to work with the SEN student
 in a separate resource room and then leave, without any significant relationship either with the SEN student’s
 teacher or her/his school-mates.
4 These reflections were shared with the participants (from Dundalk, Ireland, Mechelen, Belgium, Koprubasi, Turkey 
and Cluj-Napoca, Rumenia) of the European Comenius Project  Aut Aut Aut (on Autism) during the last meeting, on 
Thursday the 5th of May 2011
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now become a common instrument to deal with disability. It is the ICF (International Classification 
of Functioning). ICF represents a new approach to disability, it deals with functioning, focusing 
on abilities and not on faults. Every one of us could be “measured” by the analysis of our 
“functioning”. This means that in dealing with a child with disability we first consider her/his 
possibilities in the relationship with the world, and then we analyze the deficit.

• The other method, the quantitative analysis - method which works well with chemistry and 
mechanics - is not appropriate when dealing with people. Any person, also a person with 
disability, has completely different possibilities in different environments and different situations 
(this is also the difference we have between deficit - the physical condition you are born in - and 
handicap - the distance gap with the people who have not got that disability)

• In Italy, inclusion is the way we adopt to effectively follow WHO perspective: focus on abilities 
and possibilities.

• A typical objection to school inclusion is the necessity for specialized competencies when 
dealing with specific situations of disability. Two are the possible solutions: move the children 
where these specialized competences are or move these competences. Italy chose this second 
solution.

• For many years in Italy we had special schools, then a social movement (a network of trade 
unions, teachers’ and parents’ associations...) started criticism of these institutions and a parallel 
reflection on alternatives. In 1977 we had the first Law (nr. 517) on school inclusion.

• How can we deal with poor financial resources? The Institutes for the Blind, for the Deaf... 
are very expensive. There is a highly expensive specialized teacher for a few children. Cost 
reduction is possible turning the highly specialized teacher in a counselor or referent for many 
other colleagues.

• By insisting on school inclusion we get other positive results: peers learn how to live and 
interact with the friend with disability. In this way we train future men and women to be able to 
take responsibilities upon themselves, to deal with creativity in all kind of situations, to imagine 
alternatives.

• Inclusion improve the collective intelligence, creativity, and social responsibility.

• In daily life at school, is a child with difficulties a hindrance or an opportunity? A teacher is 
reading a story to the class, one child raises her hand and asks for the meaning of one word she 
doesn’t know. The teacher doesn’t answer directly but she asks the class for ideas to solve the 
problem. One child suggests to look the word up in the dictionary. Has the child with difficulties 
interrupted the lesson and made the others waste time or has she made the others gain time 
(gain something precious)? The important point for school is not focusing on what we learn, but 
on “HOW we learn to learn”.

• And there is more: are we sure, when judging difficulties, we are not taking misunderstandings 
due to cultural differences for mental retardation? The high percentage of children coming from 
disadvantaged minorities and immigrant families in special schools should make us think.

• One last thought: WHO has calculated that everyone of us will experience 7 years of disability 
during her/his lifetime... Would we like to spend this difficult time for us separated from others or 
would we prefer being helped to adjust - with all our difficulties - to a normal environment (which 
takes our condition into consideration)? In democracy, the very same rights we would like for 
ourselves are the same rights we should grant the others.
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At Ceis, we have a project, called WIDESPREAD  SUPPORT which changes the organization 
of the Ceis school to realize full inclusion: Class teachers and support teachers both work with 
the child with disability and the whole class.

The faculty staff discusses the weekly goals and actions, preparing a detailed plan of timetables, 
places and people in charge of each activity. 

This is an example from the 2nd grade classes (39 students) at Ceis:

3 class teachers
+ 1 support teacher
all 4 teachers teach

in the two 2nd class A & B

20 children
(2with disabilities)
in 2nd class A 2 teachers are 

responsible 
for MATHS & 
GEOGRAPHY

1 teaches the 
whole group

1 teaches the 
children with 

learning difficulties 
in the group

2 teachers are 
responsible 

for ITALIAN & 
HISTORY

19 children
(2with disabilities)
in 2nd class B

1 teaches the 
whole group

1 teaches the 
children with 

learning difficulties 
in the group

When the 
children’s 
groups 

change school 
subject class 
the teachers 
change their 

roles, too

Only for a few hours:
English teacher (2hrs. a week)

Music teacher (1hr.)
Religious Education Teacher

(2 hrs. But R.E. is optional)

At different times, all teachers teach both the class and the children with Special Educational 
Needs (SEN students)  regardless of their being class teachers or support teachers 

This shared responsibility we consider is a correct interpretation of the spirit of the Italian Law on 
school inclusion (L.517/77 and following): 

“The support teacher is a help to the class,
not only to the student with Special Educational Needs (SEN student).”
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Students receive the best possible help from teachers who have specialized both in a school 
subject and in remedial work:

Benefits of the WIDESPREAD  SUPPORT 
to the SEN students:

• The SEN student works with more than one
 person, 
• the SEN student is helped to do the same
 activities in slightly different ways and, in
 so doing, 
• the SEN student can learn how to
 generalize the tasks.

Benefits of the WIDESPREAD  SUPPORT
to the school-mates:

• The whole class group benefits from the
 presence of more teachers with:
• experience of group work 
 and of individual remedial work.

Teachers who teach both a school subject to the whole class and support SEN students (with 
special educational needs) can:

while teaching SEN students:

• Get to know all the individual learning
 difficulties in a particular school subject 

• Become experts in teaching approaches
 and teaching aids for remedial
 educational work (getting to know  a
 variety of materials, being able to make
 and use them) 

while teaching the whole class:

• Get experience in dealing with a big
 group: collective and group work
• Specialize in teaching methodologies and
 instruments of a particular school subject 

Class and Support Teacher Team Work

Every teacher has the SEN student “in mind”:
✔ informs the whole class of the SEN student’s movements and activities, 
✔ explains the reasons for these activities,
✔ shows the traces and outcomes of these activities (photos, pictures, materials…)
✔ has a close, personal relationship with the SEN student (takes care of the personal child’s
 hygiene and of the child’s meals, too)
✔ manages difficult situations (challenging behaviour and/or intolerances) 
✔ reminds the whole class when the SEN student is absent

Every teacher, together with the team, works in the planning of:
✔ goals
✔ timetables and spaces
✔ methodologies and approaches
✔ materials (taking care the teaching aids appeal to the other students, too)
✔ activities, especially  multi-level activities (common project works of the whole class where
 everyone can contribute in her/his own way) 

Full inclusion does not mean that every single SEN student’s moment at school is constantly spent 
in the mainstream class.  
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The WIDESPREAD SUPPORT with students with SEVERE disabilities have to take into consideration 
that  children with severe disabilities need a great number of individualized intervention, due to 
their specific difficulties:

✔ low attention span
✔ low tolerance to confusion and noise
✔ specific learning needs

This is the reason why there are specific resources:

specialized 
areas/spaces:

a lab, a 
dedicated corner 
in the classroom, 
the ball pool...

specialized 
workshops

Communication,
Cooking, Art & 
Craft, Ball Pool,

Stimulation 
Baseline

Teachers work in team to plan this intervention, in particular they think and decide about the 
activities:  who, where and when which materials, how many school mates are involved… 

The SEN student is invited and trained to share some collective activities:
✔ circle time
✔ story time
✔ meals
✔ games in the playground

Some activities are carried out in a dedicated corner of the classroom, sometimes with a few 
schoolmates (in turn), other activities take place in specialized labs.

So, the SEN student, especially that one with severe disability, is not constantly present in 
mainstream classes, but there are not trained specialists coming from outside the school , making 
a specialized work and then leaving. When these experts come, they always meet, discuss and 
plan with the faculty staff of the SEN student and, after the specialized intervention leave “trace” 
of their work both with the class and support teacher (observations and notes about the child,  
tasks to be completed, suggestion for school work...) and with the school-mates (information on 
the SEN student’s work, turns to take part in it...).


