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Abstract: Starting from the analysis of recent Istat data from 2024, we explore the emerging 

challenges associated with the inclusion of students with complex disabilities in the school 

system. First and foremost, it is necessary to create an accessible physical, educational, and 

social environment for students with complex disabilities. In this sense, crucial is the role of 

multidisciplinary collaboration and the school community in fostering an inclusive environ-

ment. This aspect requires close cooperation between the school, family, and professionals 

to ensure effective and individualized paths. Finally, we delve into the vital role of teachers 

in promoting an inclusive classroom environment and managing students‟ social interac-

tions. In addition, to address the obstacles to school inclusion for students with complex 

disabilities, training for teaching staff is vital. This paper underscores the need for further 

research and interventions to tackle these challenges and enhance the educational experi-

ence of students with complex disabilities in mainstream education. 
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1. Introduction 

The present contribution focuses on the pedagogical challenges of inclusive ed-
ucation in Italian schools, specifically on the educational and didactic intake of stu-
dents with complex disabilities. The latest report on School Inclusion by Istat (2024) 
highlights that approximately 4.1% of the total enrolment in Italian schools consists 
of students with disabilities, which amounts to nearly 338,000 students. The report 
further notes that 39% of these students have multiple disabilities, with intellectual 
disabilities being the most prevalent among them.  

Several studies (Ianes, Cramerotti, 2013; Mura, 2018; Dell‟Anna et al., 2022) 
have highlighted the increasing complexity and emerging challenges faced by stu-
dents with complex disabilities in school settings, making it difficult to achieve full 
school inclusion. These challenges arise primarily due to difficulties in managing dai-
ly organisation, such as travel, personal assistance, and communication barriers.  
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The faculty faces significant challenges in delineating Individualized Educational 
Plans (IEPs) that are permeated by trajectories of meaning and significance to 
achieve an educational and didactic intake, which can contribute to the full participa-
tion of students with complex disabilities within the school context. The heteroge-
neous nature of students with complex disabilities raises significant concerns among 
teachers who require extensive support, highly individualised measures, and qualified 
personnel in both educational and didactic intake. 

This contribution aims to reconstruct the characteristics of different contexts 
within the school system that can be designed to ensure greater levels of participa-
tion. In this sense, the reflection moves about the need to start from the reading and 
design of contexts to achieve a meaningful and quality school inclusion experience 
for students with complex disabilities. 

The discussion focuses on exploring the synergy that could be established be-
tween the school and the local area and the role that the school community can play 
in contributing to the process of inclusion of students with complex disabilities. 

2. Students with complex disabilities and the school 

The possibility of students with complex disabilities to fully participate in vari-
ous opportunities provided by living environments is mainly dependent on the pres-
ence of staff who are capable of mediating accessibility (Beadle-Brown et al., 2012; 
D‟Angelo, 2020). The significance of living environments in relation to the provi-
sion of opportunities for complete social and educational participation is notewor-
thy. The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) 
construct (WHO, 2001; 2007) may serve as the theoretical framework for analysing 
the school ecosystem. The ICF framework offers a conceptual model for the inclu-
sive design of different life contexts by improving an individual‟s participation while 
identifying and eliminating social and environmental obstacles and defining and 
promoting supports and facilitators (WHO, 2001). 

Furthermore, the ICF framework can help us overcome one of the critical chal-
lenges associated with attitudes toward students with complex disabilities, including 
perceptions related to severity and immutability (Giancaterina, 2017; D‟Angelo, 
2020). The ICF paradigm aims to describe life situations by eliminating distinctions 
related to causes or aetiology. It describes human functioning according to the mul-
tiple dynamics existing between biological, individual, and environmental factors.  

The perspective adopted by the ICF allows for the observation to be de-
coupled from pathology, deficit, lack, inability, etc., and centred in reference to what 
the person can do and how he or she is doing it, that is, by describing his or her 
functioning. In this perspective, «the configuration of the learning and participation 
context becomes the centre of gravity of inclusion action» (von Prondzinski, 2019, 
p. 164). Due to the specific functioning profiles of individuals with complex disabili-
ties, the design of facilitators alone is insufficient to ensure access to the opportuni-
ties being offered. The particular expertise of caregivers or staff in mediation is also 
required. Indeed, the possibility for people with complex disabilities to take ad-
vantage of the opportunities that living environments offer depends, to a large ex-
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tent, on the presence of qualified support staff who can mediate accessibility (Bea-
dle-Brown et al., 2012). 

According to recent national and international studies on school inclusion of 
students with complex disabilities (Alquraini, Gut, 2021; Dell‟Anna, 2021; Dada et 
al., 2023), school inclusion can be viewed as a process that continuously seeks new 
approaches and strategies to respond to individual differences, remove barriers, and 
design facilitators, while also being a «tripartite goal - presence, learning, and partici-
pation - where presence in the school context constitutes only the first requirement 
to ensure adequate levels of learning and enable participation in educational activi-
ties and involvement in meaningful social relationships» (Dell‟Anna, 2021, p. 211).  

To fully comprehend the dynamics of such a direct inclusive process, we will 
analyse the results of recent national and international studies on school inclusion of 
students with complex disabilities, offering a cross-sectional analysis of them at dif-
ferent levels of the school ecosystem. Our attention will first focus on the organisa-
tional and administrative aspects of the school and the territory, followed by an ex-
amination of the role of different actors in the school community. 

3. Designing inclusive contexts: the role of the school community 

Starting from a reconstruction that moves from the meso to the micro-school 
system (Brofenbrenner, 1989), several perspectives of analysis can be read from a 
pedagogical perspective (Foreman et al., 2007; Horrocks and Morgan, 2011; Jones, 
Riley, 2017; Martin, Alborz, 2014; Maes et al., 2020; Dell‟Anna, 2021).  

Among these, an initial trajectory of analysis concerns multidisciplinary collabo-
ration among the various professionals involved in the educational and instructional 
care of the person with complex disabilities.  

Such students often require a high level of assistance and support; in this sense, 
dedicated professionals such as, for example, the autonomy and/or communication 
assistant1 are involved. From a pedagogical point of view, the joint work between 
the various professional figures is characterised by synergistic intentions, the result 
of educational co-responsibility effectively shared by both school personnel and 
specialists (Foreman et al., 2007; Horrocks, Morgan, 2011; Jones, Riley, 2017; Mar-
tin, Alborz, 2014).  

In line with such thinking, we mention the necessary collaboration that must 
take place between school and family (Dell‟Anna, 2021; Quirk, Ryndak, Taub, 2017; 
Alquraini, Gut, 2012).  

Particularly, as reconstructed in previous studies (D‟Angelo, 2020; Caldin, Gi-
aconi, 2021), parents of people with complex disabilities must be able to see their 
expertise and experience recognised in reference to knowing and reading their chil-
dren's needs. They must be able to play an active role in the educational planning 
process (e.g., working on common goals, sharing perspectives, etc.). Therefore, an 
intake that effectively promotes cooperation between families and schools is based 

                                                         
1 The figure of the assistant for autonomy and communication arises from the legal reference of Article 13 of Law 104/92 (“obligation for local authorities to provide 

assistance for the autonomy and personal communication of pupils with physical or sensory disabilities”) in the wake of Article 42 of Presidential Decree 616/77 “on 

assistance to the mentally and physically handicapped”. 
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on the enhancement of their respective competencies, passing through the recogni-
tion of family members as expert figures, decisive in the construction of individual-
ised educational paths of meaning and quality (Giancaterina, 2017; D‟Angelo, 2020). 

Entering into the merits of reading the micro-school system, being aware that 
even for the student with complex disabilities, “inhabiting the school context” 
means arriving at a sense of belonging that allows him to appropriate the collective 
dimension of which he is an integral part.  

Inhabiting the school context means, therefore, reflecting on the elements of 
physical, educational and social/relational accessibility.  

Beginning with the analysis of physicscotal accessibility aspects, the school in-
frastructure and classroom must also meet the criteria of safety and usability for stu-
dents with complex disabilities (Maes et al., 2020; Colley, 2013; De Bortoli et al., 
2012). Characteristics of the physical environment, such as light and sound (e.g., in-
tensity, refraction, origin of the light source, quality of sound, frequencies, rever-
beration, and noise), must be attended to ensure maximum participation in the 
school setting. Recall, in fact, that students with complex disabilities may have sen-
sory impairments and/or hyper- or hyposensitivity to environmental stimuli, so en-
suring an environment (e.g., classroom corner) with appropriate sensory characteris-
tics can be an important prerequisite to opportunities for learning and interpersonal 
relationships (Arthur-Kelly et al., 2007; van der Putten et al., 2011). 

In line with what was highlighted earlier, it seems appropriate to focus on the 
learning context as well. 

The functioning profile of students with complex disabilities often requires ad-
aptation of curricular objectives according to differentiated planning. Based on cur-
ricular objectives, teachers are called upon to plan content, teaching strategies and 
individual supports consistent with the strengths and needs of such students. In this 
direction, assistive technologies (Alquraini, Gut, 2012) and augmentative and alter-
native communication strategies (Dell‟Anna, 2021) often play a key role. Interna-
tionally, several curricula have been developed for students with complex disabilities 
(the VijfWijzer program in the Netherlands, Routes for Learning in Wales, and The 
Elaborate Curriculum 5-14 in Scotland)2 which aim to provide individualised learn-
ing models for designing instructional interventions. 

However, there are still few studies investigating the effectiveness of specific 
teaching strategies (peer tutoring, community-based educational activity, self-
management and positive behavioural interventions, multicomponent-packaged in-

                                                         
2 «These different curricula reflect different rationales concerning the focus of learning (Alwell and Cobb 2009; Colley 2013; Kontu and Pittimaa 2010). In the 

developmental approach, the sequence of typical development is the framework from which learning goals and activities are derived. In connection with the 

sensorimotor developmental stage of children with profound intellectual and multiple disabilities, often activities in which children can have specific and targeted sensory 

and motor experiences are offered. […] More recent curricula start from a subject-based approach, taking an inclusive perspective to decide which common subjects are 

taught to all children of a certain age. This includes, for example, numeracy (e.g. experiencing difference in weight), physics (e.g. learning about things floating in water) 

and music (e.g. learning about different music genres). Subject-based curricula struggle with the reconciliation of subject-led working and the specific developmental and 

learning needs of students with profound intellectual and multiple disabilities (Tadema 2007). They do however offer pathways to participation in regular classrooms, 

where the general curriculum is largely focused on differentiated instruction in key learning areas (Alwell, Cobb, 2009)»  (Maes et al., 2020, p. 44). 
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terventions) (Alquraini, Gut, 2012; Dada et al, 2023) and little information is availa-
ble about the nature and type of goals that are drafted within Individualised Educa-
tional Programs, and numerous critical issues emerge concerning their evaluation 
(Dell‟Anna, 2021; Taub, McCord, Ryndak; 2017).  

Moving on the level of the social/relational dimension, as previous reconstruc-
tions (D‟Angelo, 2020) have already shown, close relationships with teachers and 
classmates, built over time, contribute to a sense of security and well-being for stu-
dents with complex disabilities (Maes et al., 2020). Furthermore, research findings 
(Alquraini, Gut, 2012; Dada et al., 2023) show that the educational success of stu-
dents with complex disabilities is closely related to the dynamics of interaction with 
peers, dynamics that can facilitate the achievement of the goals of their Individual-
ised Education Plans. In this direction, it is important to carefully consider the com-
position of the class group, avoiding it being excessively large and promoting an in-
clusive and welcoming classroom climate (Alquraini, Gut, 2012; Ferreira et al., 
2017). In this direction, it is important to carefully consider the composition of the 
class group, avoiding it being excessively large and promoting an inclusive and wel-
coming classroom climate (Alquraini, Gut, 2012; Ferreira et al., 2017). It should be 
noted that for students with complex disabilities, interaction with peers is not always 
a given due to communication difficulties. This difficulty is accentuated by the fact 
that the latter is mainly pre- or proto-symbolic, based on movements, sounds, body 
postures, facial expressions or muscle tensions (Alquraini, Gut, 2012). Therefore, 
there is a need for pedagogical strategies and practices aimed at fostering communi-
cation, interaction, and active involvement of all students, as well as creating an edu-
cational environment that reflects diversity and promotes everyone‟s participation. 

4. Conclusions 

As this paper has shown, the actions conducted regarding the design of con-
texts that can ensure the maximum degree of participation of students with complex 
disabilities are transversal and systemic. 

In this direction, it is essential to work synergistically, integrating the family‟s 
expertise with that of the various professionals and teachers‟ skills (De Bortoli et al., 
2012; Petitpierre et al., 2007; Strogilos et al., 2011; Tétreault et al., 2014). 

Although research about the school inclusion of students with complex disabili-
ties is still limited, it seems appropriate to reflect on the skills that the curricular 
teacher and the teacher specialised in support activities must acquire to ensure this 
right.  

In this direction, in the literature, some studies (Alquraini, Gut, 2012; Wehmey-
er, Shogren, 2016; Quirk, Ryndak, Taub, 2017; Dell‟Anna et al., 2022) put the role of 
teachers in promoting students‟ motivation and involvement during the learning 
process (Maes et al., 2020): the interaction modes adopted by teachers are, in fact, 
crucial in enhancing the active involvement of students with complex disabilities 
(Beadle-Brown et al., 2016; D‟Angelo, 2020) 

Among educational best practices, the literature recalls how essential it is to 
promote the implementation of meaningful activities through active support modali-
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ties3 (Stancliffe et al., 2008; Beadle-Brown et al., 2016; van der Putten et al., 2017; 
Van Keer et al., 2019). 

In addition, building and maintaining an inclusive climate within the classroom 
are priority goals and core competencies for every teacher in the school setting. 
Teachers play a crucial role in monitoring and promoting students‟ social participa-
tion in order to prevent harmful effects from negative social experiences in school 
(Koster et al., 2009). In this regard, research (Ianes, Cramerotti, 2009) highlights the 
role of teachers not only as mediators in achieving full physical and educational ac-
cessibility but also in the social and relational context of the classroom. In this sce-
nario, Hostyn and Maes (2009) identify several essential components for promoting 
constructive interpersonal relationships, including openness to the other, mutual re-
spect, the ability to attune one's communicative behaviour to that of the other, and 
awareness of the characteristics of the communicative context.  

Precisely because of students‟ complex care needs, teachers need knowledge 
and skills to identify and maximise teachable moments in daily care routines (Maes 
et al., 2020; Petitpierre et al., 2007), it is good, in fact, to remember how teachable 
moments can be meaningful learning opportunities (Imray, Bond, 2015; Petitpierre 
et al., 2007). For these reasons, teachers need ongoing training to increase their 
knowledge and skills. Specifically, for an ecological intake of students with complex 
disabilities, training should address the idiosyncratic aspects of communication. 
Training in reading and coding the expressive modes of people with complex disa-
bilities would, in fact, allow the feelings of frustration and burnout often caused by 
the difficulty of understanding and corresponding to the person's needs to disappear 
(D‟Angelo, 2020; Caldin, Giaconi, 2021). 

Several issues are, therefore, still open in reference to the school inclusion of 
students with complex disabilities (Dell‟Anna et al., 2022). Indeed, it is not only a 
matter of ensuring access to a shared space, that of the classroom, but of activating 
supports and strategies capable of making the student with disabilities fully active 
and participating in the school context (WHO, 2001; 2007). 

In this direction, future research appears necessary to enter into the merits of 
both a focus on using intervention studies to facilitate the inclusion of children with 
complex disabilities and the training of teaching staff. 
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