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Sommario
Una «scuola per tutti», fondata sui principi di non discriminazione e accesso universale, è una tradizione 
pluridecennale nel contesto italiano. Nonostante l’interesse che il modello italiano per l’inclusione scolastica 
ha suscitato a livello internazionale, la ricerca empirica su tale modello rimane confinata al contesto nazionale 
a causa della barriera linguistica. Infatti, la maggior parte delle pubblicazioni sull’inclusione scolastica in Italia 
è stata pubblicata esclusivamente in italiano. La condivisione di dati empirici sulla lunga tradizione italiana 
potrebbe favorire la realizzazione dell’inclusione scolastica in tutto il mondo, offrendo un esempio concreto 
di implementazione. Questo articolo presenta i risultati di una mapping review condotta con l’obiettivo di 
riassumere, anche se parzialmente, la ricerca empirica pubblicata in italiano dal 2009 al 2019, e di descrivere 
le principali tendenze in relazione alle tematiche e ai metodi di ricerca. A seguito di una rigorosa procedura di 
selezione, sono stati scelti per la codifica 202 articoli pubblicati su riviste di settore (Fascia A, 11/D2). L’analisi 
mostra l’ampio sviluppo della ricerca sull’inclusione scolastica nel contesto nazionale ed evidenzia elementi 
che possono essere di interesse a livello nazionale e internazionale.
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Abstract
A «school for all», based on the principles of universal access and non-discrimination, has been a de-
cades-long tradition in the Italian context. Despite the interest the Italian model for inclusive education 
has attracted internationally, empirical research concerning such a model remains confined to the national 
context because of the language barrier. In effect, the vast majority of publications on school inclusion in Italy 
have been published exclusively in Italian. Sharing empirical data on Italy’s long tradition could support the 
implementation of school inclusion worldwide, offering an example of actual implementation. This article 
presents the results of a mapping review conducted with the aim of summarising, even if partially, the empi-
rical research published in Italian from 2009 to 2019, and describing the main trends in relation to topics and 
research methods. Following a rigorous selection procedure, 202 articles published in field journals (Fascia 
A, 11/D2) have been selected for coding. The analysis shows the extensive development of research on school 
inclusion in the national context and highlights elements that may be of interest nationally and internationally.
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Introduction

Universal access to a unified education system, at all levels of education, has 
been a long-standing political project in Italy, initiated more than forty years ago 
with the law in favour of «Integrazione scolastica» (Law n. 517 of 1977). More 
recently, particularly in the last decade, the concept of inclusion and the related 
commitment to a quality, equitable and non-discriminating school system, pro-
moted by international and European organizations (e.g. UN, UNESCO, OECD, 
European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education), has entered the 
national discourse. It has resulted in more focus on other categories of special 
educational needs in addition to disability, such as students with specific learning 
disabilities and with socio-economic disadvantages (Law n. 170 of 2010; Ministe-
rial Regulation of 27 December 2012; Ministerial Circular n. 8 of 6 March 2013), 
and a broader conceptualization of individual differences.

Although the model of school inclusion in Italy is largely based on practices 
that have been established for decades, it has limited cognizance in the inter-
national community. International scholars have demonstrated interest in the 
model but have also underlined the lack of research data on its efficacy (e.g. 
Begeny and Martens, 2007; Giangreco, Doyle and Suter, 2012). This is due to 
three main factors: first of all, research in the sector has largely been published 
in Italian and has therefore not reached a wider audience outside the country; 
secondly, national studies have been mainly focused on the description of prac-
tices, while little seems to be known on its outcomes or on the efficacy of teaching 
strategies and other processes of implementation (Cottini and Morganti, 2015); 
finally, a culture of evidence in special and inclusive education has only recently 
been fostered at national level (Calvani, 2012).

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, systematic reviews or meta-analyses 
on the state of research on school inclusion in Italy have not been conducted at 
national level. The existence of such research syntheses would comprehensively 
highlight the state of research on inclusion in Italian schools and, therefore, re-
solve linguistic bias due to the predominance of empirical literature written in 
English. However, there is a growing number of international synthesis studies 
that have made it possible to identify the main trends, indicate thematic gaps 
and draw conclusions concerning the quality of research in the sector. Previous 
reviews have highlighted multiple conceptual issues regarding the definition and 
interpretation of the concept of inclusion at international level (Göransson and 
Nilholm, 2014; Hernández-Torrano, Somerton and Helmer, 2020), with the aim of 
promoting transnational dialogue and comparison. In particular, the concept of 
inclusion often seems to be associated with issues related to disability and special 
educational needs (Nilholm and Goränsson, 2017; Messiou, 2017), while only in a 
minority of cases are broader definitions of the term used and reference is made 
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to the most recent international documents (Graham et al., 2020). Moreover, 
attitudinal studies, especially of teachers’ attitudes, are one of the main focuses 
in current research (Amor et al., 2019; Van Mieghem et al., 2020), whereas little 
is known on the outcomes of students with and without disabilities, in terms 
of achievement, social inclusion and wellbeing (Dell’Anna, Pellegrini and Ianes, 
2019; Dell’Anna et al., 2020; Szumski, Smogorzewska and Karwoski, 2017; Oh-
Young and Filler, 2015). Regarding intervention studies, many deficiencies have 
been recognised from a methodological point of view: a relatively low number 
of rigorously designed RCTs; a disproportionately high number of small-scale 
studies and difficulties in generalisation of the results; lack of description of 
interventionist training, and intervention treatment fidelity (Ok et al., 2017; 
Watkins et al., 2019; Leifler et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2021). Finally, the research 
methods applied are not coherent with the principles of inclusive education, as 
they are rarely collaborative or participatory and do not allow for the collection 
of the voice of pupils, especially for those with disabilities and those belonging 
to minorities or with other special educational needs (Messiou, 2017). 

In spite of the limitations and criticalities characteristic of synthesis studies, 
they represent a significant opportunity to initiate reflections in the field and can 
be a resource for legitimising school inclusion at an empirical level. In fact, the 
sector has always been subject to a debate on the legitimacy of school inclusion, 
in economic, social and educational terms. Although there seems to be a high 
level of agreement on principles and values, there is no consensus on quality and 
effectiveness, especially with regard to some categories of pupils, for example, 
those with severe and multiple disabilities. Some authors have strongly criticised 
the universal promotion of school inclusion, arguing in favour of maintaining a 
separate education system for certain types of disabilities (Kauffman and Hornby, 
2020; Imray and Colley, 2017). In general, a high level of scepticism persists within 
the education sector and, more generally, at a social and political level (Ianes and 
Augello, 2019). This could be, in part, the cause of the limited implementation of 
school inclusion in many countries, or due to implementation constraints that 
continue to be encountered (Byrne, 2019; EASNIE, 2020). Therefore, making 
more research data available in favour of an inclusive school system for all pupils, 
precisely beginning with those countries such as Italy which act as pathfinders, 
may foster its implementation and contribute to its continuous improvement.

Method 

The present work has been conducted using the methodology of the system-
atic review, an approach to the synthesis of qualitative and quantitative research 
results regarding the same phenomenon under investigation (Chalmers and 
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Altman, 1995). This approach facilitates the selection of information and data 
from the wide panorama of empirical literature in one field, as well as the iden-
tification of common trends in the research themes and in the method used, or 
any gaps and critical issues involved (Pellegrini and Vivanet, 2018). Moreover, a 
systematic review is based on rigorous procedures, which make it replicable and, 
therefore, highly reliable (Higgins and Green, 2011). The method foresees the 
following phases (Cooper, 2017): a. circumscription of the topic and formulation 
of the research question; b. definition of the synthesis protocol; c. search for and 
selection of primary studies; d. analysis of the studies; e. coding of the results 
into deductive or inductive categories; f. synthesis of the results; g. drafting of 
the summary report.

Research questions 

Our work has the aim of providing a synthesis of the empirical literature 
available on inclusive education in Italy, disclosing the results of the studies only 
available in Italian since the ratification of the UN Convention for Persons with 
Disabilities by the national government (Law n. 18/2009; UN, 2006). In particular, 
three research questions have been formulated:
1. What are the trends in the research on inclusive education in Italy published 

in Italian (in terms, for example, of: number of publications produced in the 
various years; levels of inclusion, thematic macro-categories and specific 
topics covered; school levels and grades investigated; research design; types 
of informants involved; etc.)?

2. What are the gaps and critical issues according to this research synthesis?
3. What are the main findings and how can they inform the practices?

This publication presents the results related to the first two research 
questions. The third question will be considered in a subsequent publication 
(Dell’Anna, Bellaccico and Ianes, in press), where the results of the studies will 
be summarised, reflecting in detail on their relevance and impact on practices.

Selection procedures

The criteria established for the selection of the literature were as follows: a) 
studies had to be focused on school inclusion; b) studies had to be published in 
peer reviewed Italian journals, belonging to the list of «Fascia A» Journals, a list 
of high quality Journals defined by the Italian Ministry of Education (MIUR) for 
each scientific sector; c) studies had to be published between January 2009 and 
December 2019; d) studies had to be in the Italian language; e) studies had to be 
research applying any kind of research method (qualitative, quantitative, multi 
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and mixed); f ) studies had to be carried out in schools or about schools (e.g. 
school personnel, services, etc.), from nursery to upper secondary education. 
Therefore, studies regarding preservice teachers as well as university or adult 
life were excluded from the selection. 

With reference to the definition of inclusive education applied in the selection 
of literature, we considered both a «broad» conceptualization, which focuses on 
all pupils and entails all individual differences, and a «narrow» one, addressed 
more specifically to pupils with disability and other special educational needs, 
who are expected to be more at risk of underachievement, discrimination or 
exclusion (Ainscow, 2020; Armstrong, Armstrong and Spandagou, 2011). Con-
sequently, studies that explicitly mentioned the topic of individual differences, 
related to the whole school population, or that referred to individuals or groups 
at risk were included.

Given that there is no national database that stores scientific journal articles 
in Italy, as occurs with international literature (e.g. ERIC, PsycInfo), this analysis 
was conducted from the selection of 409 Journals in «Fascia A» of 11/D2 scientific 
sector (Didactic, Special Pedagogy and Educational Research). Duplicates were 
removed due to the existence of an online and printed version for some journals, 
thus, 286 journals were examined. Based on an analysis of the objectives listed 
in each journal’s mission, a total of 28 journals for the screening of articles’ ab-
stracts were selected. 257 were excluded: most of which were non Italian Journals 
(238), one was entirely published in English, while the other Journals’ mission 
was not related to the field of inclusive education (18). Another journal («Nuova 
Secondaria») had to be excluded as our University Institutions did not have ac-
cess to its issues at the time of this study.

The screening involved 7,661 abstracts of the articles published in the 28 
afore-mentioned Journals. 381 corresponded to the selection criteria and their 
full texts have been obtained and analysed. At the end of the full text analysis, 
202 primary studies have been included in the systematic review and coded 
independently by two researchers of the team and were, later, discussed with 
a third researcher.

Coding

Articles were coded regarding both thematic and methodological aspects. 
For the coding of the full text articles, both an inductive and deductive approach 
were applied. In effect, some categories of analysis were organised referring to 
the theoretical literature in the field of inclusive education. In particular, for the 
category «Levels of inclusion», the articles were coded according to the system 
level incorporated, applying the four-level structure suggested by Kyriazopoulou 
and Weber (2009) and Loreman, Forlin and Sharma (2014):
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1. personal level: opinions, attitudes and beliefs of single subjects, such as teach-
ers, students, parents and principals;

2. micro level: teaching strategies, related to both individualization and person-
alization strategies for students with SEND (Special Educational Needs and 
Disability), class strategies, and to the relations at class level, among students 
and between students and teachers;

3. meso level: organisation and management of schools, as well as relations at 
school level and between schools and families, local community, services, 
and other institutions;

4. macro level: provincial, regional or national policies, interventions and prac-
tices.

Each level also indicated some subcategories of coding. For example, micro 
level was divided into: class teaching strategies and interventions; individualiza-
tion and personalization strategies and interventions, social relations between 
students with SEND and others, and social relations in class.

Moreover, four «Thematic categories» were applied, which were also identified 
in the national (Cottini and Morganti, 2015) and international literature (Alkha-
teeb, Hadidi and Alkhateeb, 2016; Amor et al., 2019; Van Mieghem et al., 2020; 
Hernández-Torrano, Somerton and Helmer, 2020; Chambers and Forlin, 2021):
1. attitudinal: studies on attitudes and beliefs of different subjects belonging or 

related to the school context;
2. descriptive: studies describing practices at different levels;
3. intervention: studies where a specific intervention or strategy is applied and/

or tested;
4. personal experiences and skills: studies that considered the characteristics or 

skills of students (e.g. academic, social, personal), teachers and other subjects 
(e.g. personal, professional), or that involved their personal experiences or 
wellbeing in the schools.

Initially, the fourth category should have had the heading «Outcomes», how-
ever, during the selection and analysis, it became apparent that no study specifi-
cally investigated this aspect, while there were numerous regarding individual 
characteristics, skills and experiences. Therefore, the research team agreed on 
grouping these studies together under a broader theme. 

The coding of methods (e.g. approach, data collection technique) was also 
based on the literature (Coggi and Ricchiardi, 2005; Trinchero, 2002).

Other aspects were defined by the research team after reading and discussing 
the contents of the articles. For example, articles were coded according to the 
target group involved among the school population (e.g. students with disabili-
ties, with specific learning difficulties, with socio-economic disadvantage, etc.).
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Lastly, «Macro categories» were defined inductively by the research team: 1) 
Attitudes and Beliefs; 2) Teachers’ skills; 3) Students’ skills; 4) Observations and 
descriptions of practices in inclusive contexts; 5) Observational and assessment 
instruments of inclusive dimensions; 6) Assessment competencies of students; 
7) Challenges and well-being.

Most of these categories also had specific subtopics: for example, the category 
«Attitudes and beliefs» was divided into two subcategories, «Attitudes and beliefs 
of students» and «Attitudes and beliefs of teachers».

Results

Two-hundred and two studies were included in the review. These were selected 
in twenty-three from the twenty-eight Italian sectorial and general scientific journals 
reviewed (see figure 1 in Appendix A). More than one-third of the studies (82) were 
published in three journals: «Italian Journal of Special Education for Inclusion» (28), 
«L’integrazione Scolastica e Sociale» (28) and «Formazione & insegnamento» (26). 
These results are in accordance with expectations, given that the first two journals 
specifically focus on inclusive education, disability and other related topics.

In the decade considered, overall publications increased slightly until 2015 
and significantly between 2016 and 2017, where they reached a peak (see figure 2 
in Appendix A). In 2009 only six studies were published in contrast with thirty-
four in 2017. It is notable that the number of studies more than doubled in 2016 
compared to 2015. After 2016, the growth of the curve remains steady with a slight 
decrease in publications in the final two years of the study.

Although inclusion was the main topic of the studies included in the review, 
the full text analysis revealed that the authors did not always refer to the term 
explicitly and, even less frequently, defined the concept. Moreover, synonyms, 
such as «integration», were periodically used as an alternative. Overall, only half 
of the studies identified specifically defined inclusion (96) while the remaining 
mentioned the term without providing any description. This pattern was further 
investigated by relating publication frequencies with the definition of the term 
across time periods and noticed a significant increase in the final three years of 
the study. In effect, seventy-one studies out of ninety-three published between 
2016 and 2019 defined inclusion, while just twenty-five out of seventy-six included 
a definition in the interval between 2009 and 2015.

Categorisation of themes

The focus of the studies was coded according to a three-level analysis, apply-
ing a categorisation system gradually less extensive and more specific: thematic 
categories, macro-categories and subtopics.
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First of all, studies were classified into four thematic categories according to 
the main topic and scope of research: attitudinal, descriptive, intervention, and 
personal experiences and skills (see figure 4 in Appendix A).

The most numerous thematic category is «intervention», which alone includes 
more than one-thirds of all studies selected, followed by «descriptive» which 
accounts for one-fourth of the cases.

When looking at the levels of inclusion (personal, micro, meso and macro) in 
figure 5 (in Appendix A), it is evident that studies at macro level are a very small 
minority (5), in addition to those at meso level (35), while studies on micro (123) 
and personal (79) level are more frequent. Attitudinal studies and those regarding 
personal experiences and skills mainly focus on the personal level of students 
and teachers, while intervention studies on the micro level. Finally, descriptive 
studies frequently address micro or meso levels, as both processes at class and 
school levels are described.

As shown in figure 6, further categorisations allowed a more in-depth, 
thematic analysis of the study results, dividing them into more specific macro-
categories and subtopics.

This categorisation process was executed in order to obtain one broad (the-
matic categories), one generic (macro-categories) and one specific (subtopics) 
thematic level of coding. Moreover, this categorisation system facilitated the forg-
ing of relations between the three levels of thematic analysis and methodologi-
cal aspects, such as research designs, instruments, or informants, and therefore 
identify analogies and differences.

Considering more closely the relationships between thematic categories, 
macro-categories and subtopics, it is notable that across almost all thematic 
categories there is a polarisation between topics related to teachers and those 
concerning students. This is particularly apparent for «Attitudinal» and «Inter-
vention» studies. In fact, the former contains the subtopics «Teachers’ attitudes 
and beliefs» (28) and «Students’ attitudes and beliefs» (8) respectively, while 
the latter contains the macro-topics «Teachers’ skills» (14) and «Students’ 
skills» (62). More specifically, interventions on students’ skills are subdivided 
into: classroom interventions (30), personalised and individualised (28) and, 
finally, preventive diagnosis, screening, and clinical interventions (4). Similarly, 
«Personal experiences and skills» includes studies regarding the perspectives of 
pupils and teachers in relation to school inclusion, such as on participation and 
wellbeing, together with research on multiple and varied skills and characteristics 
of both target groups.

Nevertheless, the relations between the thematic categories «Descriptive» 
and «Personal experiences and skills» and their macro-categories and subtopics 
are less linear. One reason for this may be due to the blurred conceptualization 
of the fourth thematic category. Three overlaps, specifically, can be noticed, as 
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Figure 6

Thematic categories, macro-categories and subtopics (n=202).

three macro-categories simultaneously belong to both thematic categories. For 
instance, «Teachers’ skills» partially belong to «Intervention» and to «Personal 
experiences and skills», as this category could also refer to interventions ad-
dressed to teachers as well as research to assess their current skills.

The thematic category «Descriptive» accounts for an heterogenous body of 
studies, which covers a wide spectrum of topics that mainly concern observation 
and descriptions of a set of practices at different levels of the educational system 
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(e.g. national, regional or local policies, schools’ organisation, school resources, 
internal or external school support, teaching strategies, specific programs), as 
well as focusing on the construction of related instruments. Fifty-two studies 
have been categorised as descriptive. Most focus on observations and descriptions 
of practices in an inclusive context (45) while seven studies aim at evaluating 
observational and assessment instruments of inclusive dimensions. Within the 
macro-category «Observations and descriptions of practices», ten subtopics 
have been identified, among which the most numerous are: individualised and 
personalised strategies (15), school organisation (7), classroom strategies (7) and 
teachers’ communication and cooperation (5). It is important to clarify that the 
studies on classroom, individualised and personalised strategies do not verify 
the efficacy of specific teaching strategies but, rather, investigate and describe 
processes, phenomena and challenges related to the implementation of inclusive 
education. Similarly studies on organisation, communication or cooperation, 
describe the relational dynamics, internal and external to schools, without test-
ing their efficacy.

Finally, «Personal experiences and skills» consists of forty-four studies and 
it is almost entirely related to students and teachers, as only 3 studies involve 
other target populations. Studies focusing on experiences tend, mostly, to col-
lect data on students’ (20) or teachers’ (3) challenges and wellbeing and include 
information on relations with peers (for example, bullying and social isolation). 
On the other hand, in relation to students’ and teachers’ skills, a broad variety 
of focuses were identified (e.g. teacher knowledge on disability-related topics; 
soft skills of students, such as problem solving).

Research methods and designs

Four methodological approaches and fifteen study designs were used to cat-
egorise the methodological characteristics of the studies. The quantitative ap-
proach prevails with ninety-eight studies, followed by the qualitative approach, 
adopted in sixty-three studies. On the contrary, few studies used mixed methods 
(22) and multi methods (19) (see figure 7 in Appendix A).

Analysing quantitative studies, it is significant that only three studies applied 
the design of randomised control trials, often considered the golden standard 
for experimental research. Most quantitative studies resorted to surveys (43), 
pre/post comparisons designs (19), and quasi-experimental designs (14). On 
the other hand, the studies which used qualitative research methods (63) were 
interpretative designs (17), case studies (17), and action-research (12). Overall, 
considering both qualitative and quantitative approaches, the survey is the most 
adopted research design (52). 
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Although mixed and multi-methods account for a small minority in the se-
lected studies, there has been an increase in the last five years considered, during 
which 28 out of 41 studies have been published.

Considering some intersections between thematic categories and research 
methods and design, it is apparent that quantitative studies are particularly nu-
merous in the «Intervention» category (36), which mostly apply pre/post-test 
or quasi experimental research designs. Attitudinal studies are also in almost 
two-thirds of the cases conducted with a quantitative approach but, unlike for 
the previous category, they mostly adopt surveys. 

Research instruments

According to the authors’ analysis, educational researchers often employ sev-
eral research instruments, regardless of the research design applied, in order to 
collect a plurality of data. Among the studies included in the review, one-hundred 
and fifty studies implemented just one type of instrument, forty-seven studies 
used two instruments and thirty-seven studies employed three or more research 
instruments in the same study.

Questionnaires (104) and interviews (58) were the most used instruments. 
Questionnaires were utilised as the sole instrument in fifty-six studies and with 
other instruments in forty-two cases. Interviews were more often employed as 
a supportive instrument (42) rather than the sole instrument adopted (16). 

In forty-nine studies standardised tests were used to investigate academic 
achievement or personal characteristics of the students: twenty-six studies used 
standardised tests exclusively and twenty-three studies used them together with 
other instruments. Most of the standardised tests are writing, reading and ma-
thematical scales, while others investigate behaviour, attitude, perception and 
social-emotional skills. Most of them (27) are implemented for testing primary 
school pupils. Ten studies implement standardised tests in kindergarten, nine-
teen in lower secondary schools, nine in upper secondary schools and three in 
professional education.

The choice of research instruments is often related to the school context whe-
re the study has been carried out and the informants involved. Drawing analysis, 
observations and document analysis were mainly used for studies conducted in 
primary schools and kindergarten, while they were rarely applied in secondary 
schools. On the other hand, standardised tests were exclusively aimed at stu-
dents, whereas interviews and questionnaires often targeted teachers, parents 
and administrators.
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Target population and disability categorisation

Overall, according to results, students are the most common informants, 
being the main source of information in 121 studies, of which 87 are with a single 
informant and the rest with multiple. Similarly, teachers are the second more 
recurrent informant: they account as the only informant in 54 studies and they 
are consulted, together with other informants, in 45 further studies. The other 
actors, instead, seem to be marginal in the selected studies. For instance, only 15 
studies involve parents as informants and only 10 the principals. 

It may be estimated that approximately 38,600 students and 10,900 teachers 
have been involved in the selected studies. Surprisingly, even if parents were 
consulted only in a minority of studies, in total they reached around 3,000 units. 
On the contrary, as may be seen in figure 9 (in Appendix A), other actors, such 
as external experts (e.g. psychologists, neuropsychiatrists, etc.) or educators, 
represent a tiny minority. School principals, who collectively only reached 49 
units, unexpectedly, account for the least involved population.

Regarding educational levels, primary school appears to be the most repre-
sented (108), followed by lower secondary school (92), upper secondary school 
(56) and kindergartens (51). 

Approximately half of the studies (82) involve more than one educational 
level while, among those addressing one level, primary school is confirmed to 
be the most present (40), together with lower secondary school (22) and upper 
secondary school (17). Overall, according to this study’s results, nursery school 
and regional professional education appear to be significantly neglected by re-
search on inclusive education.

Finally, information on the student target population was extracted, to un-
derstand whether specific categories, rather than the general population, had 
been addressed in the studies. Results show that 66 studies focused on the whole 
student population, and that there had been an increasing trend since 2016.

On the other hand, 45 studies considered students with disability and, among 
these, 34 exclusively. Students with specific learning difficulties account for the 
second most studied category (24), followed by migrant/foreigner students (18).

Discussion

This review, which has aimed to systematically map the scientific literature 
available on school inclusion in high-quality Italian journals between 2009 and 
2019, highlights multiple patterns related, for example, to educational levels, the-
mes and research methods. However, not all of these patterns are in agreement 
with previous national and international reviews on school inclusion.
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In general, the patterns of publication reveal a progressively increasing aca-
demic interest in school inclusion research, in particular since 2016, where a 
pronounced increase in publications may be observed. The same trend is also 
noted at international level (Hernández-Torrano et al., 2020). This rise is most 
probably due to the progressive efforts towards the implementation of several 
international policy frameworks on inclusive education, in particular, following 
the release of the 2030 Agenda (UN, 2015) or the General Comment No. 4 on 
Article 24 (UN-CRPD, 2016). Another plausible explanation for the growth in 
publication might be represented by some Italian laws formulated in those ye-
ars (Law n. 107/2015 or DLgs 66/2017), that may have contributed to a further 
development in the school inclusion research agenda in Italy. Finally, as already 
noted, an increasing diffusion of the EBE (Evidence Based Education) approach 
in this country may have accelerated and fostered the involvement of scholars in 
school inclusion research (Cottini and Morganti, 2015; Calvani, 2015).

A more detailed examination of the distribution of publications in different 
journals provides evidence that research on school inclusion has been in fact 
published in a wide range of journals (twenty-three), with the two most important 
journals related to the field of inclusive education emerging as unprecedented in 
the sector. Nevertheless, nineteen journals published fewer than ten articles in 
the decade considered, and most of them even fewer than five. This suggests that 
the commitment to school inclusion is quite widespread in general educational 
research journals, even if the topic seems to remain a niche in many of the jour-
nals included. A comparison with international tendencies, which distinguish, 
for example, publications in school inclusion journals and journals belonging 
to areas of special education and disability studies (Hernández-Torrano et al., 
2020) is almost impossible, since in Italy there is basically one «fascia-A» journal 
specifically related to special education («Giornale Italiano dei Disturbi del Neu-
rosviluppo»). In effect, unlike other countries, where special education remains 
partially related to segregated contexts (i.e. special schools and classes) and 
partially to inclusive ones, in Italy, the former field has been almost completely 
absorbed by the latter, which tends to be less specialised according to medical 
or psychological diagnostic categories (Cottini, 2018).

In relation to educational levels, a clear predominance of studies conducted 
in primary and lower secondary schools, even among the studies that considered 
a single educational level, was observed. Unfortunately, a term of comparison 
in the international literature is lacking, as — to the authors’ knowledge — this 
aspect has not been analysed in previous reviews on school inclusion.

Concerning the levels of inclusion, macro level seems to be neglected while 
meso level is only considered in descriptive studies, unlike personal and micro 
levels that are found in all thematic categories. To provide an example, informa-
tion on the attitudes of policy makers or regarding descriptions of processes at 
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national or regional level is not available. Therefore, further research is required 
to include a more systemic and broader view. Similarly to the levels of education, 
a term of comparison in the international literature was not found.

With reference to the relevant themes, the analysis revealed that the selected 
studies are not equally distributed among the four research thematic categories 
that have been identified in the literature. Furthermore, the distribution is par-
tially inconsistent with the international and earlier national literature, which 
found, for example, that interventions were the least frequently addressed cat-
egory in the articles (Amor et al., 2019; Cottini and Morganti, 2015). In point of 
fact, in this review «Intervention» alone includes the highest number of studies, 
with a prevalence of studies related to the efficacy of didactic and psychoeduca-
tional interventions, equally addressing class and individual pupils. A minority 
of interventions, in contrast, focus on professional development of in service 
teachers for school inclusion. 

The second research area in terms of numerosity, that of descriptive studies, 
mainly focuses on class or school level. Similarly to the previous category, the 
studies regarding class level relate to it as a whole or to specific individuals or 
groups, even if in this case the latter is prevalent. Descriptive studies analysing 
the school level, on the other hand, examine a broader range of topics, as for 
example, organisation, communication, collaboration and resources. 

This parallel attention to the whole class/school and to the single pupil with 
disability or other special educational needs, highlighted by these two thematic 
categories, reinforces the dual interpretation of the term «inclusion» discussed 
in international literature (Ainscow, 2020). 

The third thematic category, that involves personal experiences and skills, in 
almost half of the cases concerns students’ well being, while their competences 
— academic, social or personal — seem to be neglected. This data is in agree-
ment with the concerns expressed by Cottini and Morganti (2015) regarding the 
underrepresentation of students’ outcomes in the national literature on school 
inclusion. 

Finally, according to this present analysis, the thematic category «Attitudinal», 
that involves the perspectives of different stakeholders, is the least numerous. 
Moreover, teachers’ attitudes are predominant compared to students’ ones. This 
result accordingly contradicts the findings of previous reviews on international 
literature, which described attitudes and beliefs as the most investigated topic 
in school inclusion (Amor et al., 2019; Van Mieghem et al., 2020). This differ-
ence could be due to the fact that studies on pre-service teachers, which often 
tend to focus on this aspect (Van Steen and Wilson, 2020), have been excluded 
from this review.

Overall, the subcategories abstracted from the selected studies, in accordance 
with previous reviews (Amor et al., 2019; Messiou, 2017; Van Mieghem et al., 
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2020; Hernández-Torrano, Somerton and Helmer, 2020), include a wide range 
of themes recurrently addressed in the literature, such as the afore-mentioned 
teachers’ attitudes towards school inclusion, in-service professional development 
for inclusion, and teaching practices in inclusive education. 

In general, according to the present analysis, disability-related issues do not 
seem to be the main focus of the field, as underlined by other authors (Mes-
siou, 2017; Göransson and Nilholm, 2014). In effect, previously as mentioned 
in relation to the categories «Intervention» and «Descriptive», class processes 
seem to receive almost as much attention as individual strategies and interven-
tions. Similarly, regarding the target population, studies targeting all pupils are 
numerous, while disability is the main focus in one-sixth of the studies but is 
addressed, alone or together with other categories, in approximately one-fourth 
of the studies. This could be interpreted both as a positive and negative trend. 
On the one hand, it could be a sign of openness towards plural and intersectional 
perspectives on individual differences, which deviate from traditional deficit 
views related to the medical model (Gibson, 2015), and of a tendency towards 
systemic interventions and strategies. On the contrary, it could be an indicator 
of the growing risk of undermining specific issues related to disability, as for 
example the attention designated to specific groups, such as pupils with autism 
spectrum disorders or with intellectual disabilities.

Regarding methodological aspects, in the selected studies a quantitative ap-
proach is used predominantly. While this is aligned with the «hard» orientation 
to EBE, it seems inconsistent, for instance, with data found investigating pub-
lications in «International Journal of Inclusive Education» by Messiou (2017), 
which highlighted a significant percentage of qualitative approaches of research; 
sample included both empirical studies and non-empirical studies. What is also 
important here is a positive increase in mixed and multi method approaches 
over the past ten years. The growth of mixed method is required according to 
EBE perspective, as it foresees the triangulation of evidence and emphasises the 
value of multiple sources of data, converging on the same phenomenon (Vivanet, 
2013; Trinchero and Robasto, 2019).

Moreover, while some trends in the intersection between research designs and 
thematic categories correspond with the expectations of the authors, such as the 
prevalence of qualitative approaches among descriptive studies and quantitative 
for attitudinal studies, it is noteworthy to mention a paucity of RCTs (and also 
quasi-experimental design) among studies on interventions. The decision to 
consider all research designs in this systematic review, including single subject 
experimental designs and qualitative studies, according to the EBE applied to 
inclusive education (Mitchell and Sutherland, 2020), was also determined by the 
necessity of providing an extensive view about national research on inclusive 
education. Nevertheless, the authors are aware that the prevalence of less rigorous 
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research designs (such as pre-post comparisons studies without control group) 
for testing efficacy and effectiveness of interventions may represent a challenge 
for the advancement of the agenda of inclusive education. In this framework, 
a review of the methodological soundness of intervention studies is even more 
required to strengthen the findings reported. 

The present analysis also reveals a number of issues concerning the adoption 
of instruments for data collection. Although the substantial use of questionnaires 
has the potential to involve large-scale samples, their intensive use could be due 
to the fact that they represent a more immediate and less expensive tool in order 
to gather data (Zammuner, 1998). In addition, the large variety of instruments 
adopted and their combinations (drawing analysis, observations, document 
analysis, standardised tests, etc.) is noteworthy, as well as the relation to the 
school level/sample (for example, the use of drawing analysis, observations and 
document analysis apply mainly to kindergartens and primary schools, while 
they are less frequent in higher school levels). Another significant aspect is the 
involvement of pupils as primary informants and the largest group of actors. This 
is consistent with the suggestions of several authors regarding the development 
of research in inclusive education (Fielding 2001; Sandoval and Messiou, 2020; 
Messiou 2019), which is expected to give students a voice. Nevertheless, only very 
few studies with students as informants apply a participatory approach, assigning 
them an active role. Furthermore, the limited involvement of other informants, 
as for example, parents, external experts, educators, and in particular principals, 
may be a sign of scarce diversity in the perspectives on inclusive education in 
Italy. Numerous authors and scholars in the field have, in effect, underlined the 
importance of involving all professionals in collaborative research approaches 
and not only teachers (Ainscow, Booth and Dyson, 2006; Messiou, 2017). 

To conclude, this analysis has underlined the significant interest and growth 
in research in the field of school inclusion. Moreover, some trends may be an 
indicator of evolving paradigms in the field, such as the attention granted to 
class and school processes, addressing the whole school population, and the 
direct involvement of pupils as informants in research at all school levels. The 
aspirations of the authors is that these trends will continue. However, the re-
sults raise some issues in relation to topics, research designs, instruments and 
the participation of all actors in research processes. Specifically, two aspects 
are, in the opinion of the authors, particularly alarming: the scarcity of studies 
on students’ outcomes and the predominance, among quantitative studies, of 
surveys and pre-post comparison studies, to the detriment of more rigorous 
research designs. Finally, although different authors have explicitly defined the 
term «inclusion» in recent years, the definition is not always specified in the 
present studies, or the concept of «inclusion» embodies a dual meaning and is 
interpreted in multiple, and not always coherent terms. Most of the criticalities 
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emerging from this present review are consistent with those highlighted in the 
international literature and suggest that the field might need a broader discus-
sion on both research themes and methods.

Limitations

This review also has some limitations. First, the inclusion of only journal and 
peer-reviewed articles may have introduced publication bias. In this regard, it is 
important to note that further research concerning books published in Italian on 
inclusive education is currently ongoing. Similarly, the review has not covered 
the data collected in national statistical reports on school education (e.g. MIUR, 
ISTAT), that inform the field regarding the functioning of the national school 
system, including information on the population of pupils with SEND, on special 
teachers and so on. 

A second drawback concerns the absence of a quality indicator checklist in 
the analysis process. All the studies which respected the set criteria, regardless of 
methodological quality, have been included in this study. However, it is important 
to bear in mind that the quality of the included articles may also influence the 
reported results. 

A third shortcoming refers to the process of reviewing and coding the studies 
which was initially conducted by two authors, with a third author who inde-
pendently reviewed the studies. Although the final analysis is the result of the 
discussion and consensus reached among the three authors, the lack of clarity 
and conceptual difficulties in defining inclusion (Göransson and Nilholm, 2014; 
Nilholm and Göransson, 2017; Florian, 2019) hindered the researchers in deci-
ding whether a paper was effectively representative of the special and inclusive 
perspective or closer to general teaching and educational research. On occasion, 
it was also misleading and unclear whether some studies were primary studies 
or only captured a secondary documentation of practices on the field. Moreover, 
although decisions regarding the categories/macro/subtopics were grounded in 
the reviewed literature (e.g., Amor et al., 2019), it is possible that others would 
have identified and defined them differently. Finally, interrater agreement was 
not calculated for the coding of the included articles, due to the interpretative 
nature of this step in the data analysis process (Saldaña, 2016). 
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APPENDIX A

Table 1
The list of «Fascia A» Scientific Journals included in the systematic review.9

Scientific Journals Time period
Annali 2009-2019

Cadmo 2009-2019

Education Sciences and Society 2009-2019

Educational reflective practices 2011-2019 (officially registered in 2010)

Educazione. Giornale di Pedagogia Critica 2012-2019 (officially registered in 2012)

Encyclopaideia 2009-2019

Fom@re 2009-2019

Formazione&Insegnamento 2009-2019

Giornale italiano dei Disturbi del Neurosviluppo 2016-2019 (officially registered in 2016)

Giornale italiano della Ricerca Educativa 2009-2019
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9 The issues 1 and 2 of «Studium Educationis» of 2009 and 2010 do not exist. 
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Figure 1

The PRISMA Statement (Page et al., 2021).
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Figure 2

Publications in Italian scientific journals in special pedagogy and general pedagogy.10

Figure 3

Years of publication (n=202).

10 «Giornale Italiano di Pedagogia Sperimentale» (CADMO); «Educational Reflective Practices» (ERP); «Stu-
dium Educationis» (SE); «Education Sciences e Society» (ESS); «Italian Journal of Educational Technology» 
(IJET); «Giornale Italiano dei Disturbi del Neurosviluppo» (GIDN); «Ricerche di pedagogia e didattica (RPD); 
Giornale italiano della ricerca educativa» (GIRE); «Italian Journal of Special Education for Inclusion» (IJSEI); 
«L’Integrazione Scolastica e Sociale» (ISS).
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Figure 4

Thematic categories (n=202).

Figure 5

Levels of inclusion (n=242).
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Figure 7

Methodological approaches (n=202).

Figure 8

Research instruments (n=340).
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Figure 9

Informants (n=52926).

Figure 10

Educational levels11 (n=342).

11 In nineteen studies the educational levels were not available.
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Figure 11

Target population12 (n=295).

12 In twenty-seven studies the target population was not available.
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