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Abstract. This article proposes a reflection on the meanings, models and prac-

tices aimed at supporting and promoting inclusive processes in universities. A 

review of recent literature on inclusive cultures and practices in higher education 

confirms the idea of inclusion as a "universal value", albeit with different decli-

nations, in terms of intentions, priorities and operativeness, as in the case of di-

dactics. In general, inclusive teaching is one of the indicators of a university's 

inclusiveness and innovativeness, even if a 'double track' remains. The frame-

work of the 'inclusive university as a complex ecosystem between economics and 

ecology [56]  has guided the construction of an operational framework, consistent 

with an integrated ecological-relational vision of the inclusive model, and the 

definition of a set of related indicators that characterize inclusive teaching - spe-

cialized for all, in order to support processes that foster the collective construction 

of inclusive universities [1, 12].  

           In line with this model, two schemes have been developed for the defini-

tion of the "original" model of inclusion and for the implementation of inclusive 

and innovative universities (integrated model) that allow for the integration and 

focusing of different elements, dimensions and levels, in a single framework, 

consistent with an idea of special and inclusive pedagogy and didactics [10],  and 

with the ecological-relational model. Within this model, the increasing attention 

paid to new technological tools is reconceptualized as a valid support for the pro-

motion of authentically inclusive education. Tools and technologies find an epis-

temological position. 
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1 What does "Inclusive Academia" mean? 

 

Introduction  

 

This paper proposes a reflection on the meanings, frameworks and practices aimed at 

supporting and promoting inclusive processes in universities. The main goal is to 

explore the characteristics of the current idea of “inclusive academia”, in order to 

evaluate its validity in the context of Higher Education.  

A systematic review of recent literature was carried out as part of the initial phase 

(Work Package 1) of the research project "Innovative and Inclusive Academia", 

undertaken at the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia (Unimore), Italy, in the 

academic year 2021-2022 (P.I. A. Lotti). The Project's general objectives were: to 

define the framework of inclusion in Higher Education; to identify Faculty Members' 

perspective on inclusion; to identify teaching strategies and educational approaches 

valid for inclusion in HE; to plan and implement Faculty Development initiatives to 

train Faculty members; to evaluate the impact of faculty development initiatives; to 

disseminate the results.  
 

1.1 The systematic review  

 

1.1.1 Objectives 

                                                        

The first module’s main objective (Work Package 1 - P.I. P. Damiani) was the 

identification of an inclusive framework, to support the development of a shared culture 

of inclusion among university teachers. More in detail, WP1 was divided into three 

phases with the following specific objectives:  
 

1. To explore and review the literature on inclusive theories and practices in 

Higher Education in order to identify some specific characteristics of an 

Inclusive University. 

2. To identify a framework for an Inclusive University or Academia.  
3. To define inclusive teaching and to identify approaches and strategies con-

sistent with the outlined inclusive framework.  

4. To identify the principles, constructs and common elements considered sus-

tainable and necessary (essential and characterizing) to support and promote 

the inclusive development of universities.   



 

1.1.2 Methods 

 

In a research context, frameworks are presented in peer-reviewed articles that aim to 

conceptualize Inclusive Academia or Universities. To identify these frameworks, we 

performed a search in May 2022 in a research-focused electronic database (Google 

Scholar). Based on discussions in the research team defined the following search terms 

for literature search: (Inclusive teaching) OR (student diversity) OR (Universal Design 

for Learning) OR (Equity in University) AND (Higher Education OR University) AND 

(model OR framework). 

 

To reduce the number of irrelevant results the first two steps of the search terms were 

required in the titles of the search results.  
After removing duplicates,  90 records remained. These records were screened based 

on initial inclusion criteria: records had to be in English or Italian, published between 

2018 and 2021, include a framework for Inclusive University or Academia. 

Based on these criteria, the authors independently judged titles and abstracts of a 

random sample of 10 records. There was a 90% agreement rate and after discussion full 

agreement was reached. Subsequently we asked our partners in the Inclusive and 

Innovative Academia project to identify possible other terms. They suggested to include 

also; Culturally Relevant Education; Culturally responsive teaching; Equitable 

learning environment; Social differences. After assessing the records from the 

reference searching and other Work Packages’ leaders’ consultation, using the in- and 

exclusion criteria, a further 21 records were added that were eligible for review.  
 

 

Table 1: The Literature’s review process  

 

1. IDENTIFICATION 

Records identified through database searching (n =150) 

• Google Scholar (n = 150) 

2. SCREENING  

Records after duplicated removed (n = 90) 

Records screened (n = 150) 

Records excluded (n=60) 

3. ELIGIBILITY  

Full-texts records assessed for eligibility (n = 59) 

 Full-texts articles excluded (n = 20) 

Remaining records from database searching  (n = 39) 

Additional records  (n=20) after screening and assessment of eligibility 

through: Culturally Relevant Education; Culturally responsive teaching; Eq-

uitable learning environment; Social differences 

4. INCLUDED  

Records included in final review (n = 59) 

 

 



Although we followed the above procedure, there are some limitations and critical 

issues. Through the use of strings on Google Scholar we found a very high number of 

results. The consequent choice to limit the search to titles containing all the key words 

has, on the contrary, led to very few results, so articles whose titles referred generically 

to inclusion processes in Higher Education were also selected. For this reason, an anal-

ysis sheet was used, constructed ad hoc, through which to detect whether there was an 

explicit or implicit reference to the assumed inclusion model in the text. 

 

1.1.3 Results 

 

From a research point of view, the use of broad and complex concepts, such as that 

of inclusion and the constructs that identify the "categories of differences" of students 

(and people in general), in addition to generating cultural and epistemological prob-

lems, makes it difficult to find disaggregate and compare data from different contexts 

and countries (in line with what was highlighted by the Eurostudent 2008-2011 final 

report), beginning with the difficulty of creating a common definition of the construct 

of disability [50, 54]. Even the term Special Educational Needs or SEN does not have 

the same meaning in different countries. Sometimes this definition also includes stu-

dents with disabilities, in other cases only students with learning difficulties and at other 

times foreign students or excellence [24]. Upstream, it is necessary to take into account 

the recent strand that problematises the very concept of inclusion, highlighting its con-

ceptual and operational criticalities and moving towards its integration and/or overcom-

ing [34 -35-66, 36]. It is important to mitigate the risks of an exclusive and totalizing 

use that does not support the co-presence of the possible horizons of meaning for new 

communities built on different assumptions of human coexistence [55] and is not con-

sistent with the 'new' paradigms of development and human rights (see Amartya Sen 

and Martha Nussbaum) enshrined in the 2006 UN Convention [65].  

 

Through the compilation of the analysis form, data was extrapolated on the definition 

and/or idea of inclusion (explicit or implicit) emerging from each selected article, the 

issues dealt with (the subject of the article) and the scope/areas of application and de-

velopment.  

The three macro-categories (dimensions) of the Index for the Inclusion triangle were 

used to collect the latter data (the areas of development of inclusive processes):  

• cultural area – “creating inclusive culture” (reflection and development 

on/of models, theories, concepts on the Inclusive University);  

• policies – producing inclusive policies” (design/activation of policies at a 

macro and micro level);  

• practices – “evolving inclusive practices” (experiences, experimentation of 

methods, strategies, tools).  

 

“The three dimensions are all necessary  to the development of inclusion […] How-

ever the dimension “creating inclusive culture” is placed, deliberately, along the base 

of the triangle” [13].   



 

Overall, a variety of definitions and interpretations of the idea of inclusion and a 

multiplicity of declinations and areas of applicability have emerged, making a linear 

comparative analysis of the results difficult.  It should be noted that in most of the 

articles an explicit definition of inclusion and/or of the inclusive model of reference 

is absent; inclusion, as occurs in transnational institutional documents, is in fact as-

sumed as a universal value and to an intrinsically positive end, which takes shape 

through the identification of the means deemed useful, necessary, sufficient to 

achieve it, sometimes without even entering into the merits of their scientific justifi-

cation or contextualizing them within the system of local values and constraints [56]. 

In some articles the need to identify clear indicators for the observation, description, 

construction and evaluation of inclusive processes and systems is made explicit, 

which are still scarcely present in Italy, both at school level [37]  and especially in 

Higher Education (Conferenza Nazionale Universitaria Delegati per la Disabilità – 

CNUDD [21].  

 

The topics dealt with in the analysis sheets were then grouped into 5 categories: 

inclusive teaching strategies; survey of the literature on Inclusive Education; research 

on inclusive practices; theoretical contribution on the inclusion model; inclusive poli-

cies. Often, the arguments are focused on political and/or methodological dimensions 

that concern a specific aspect (e.g. financial aid, tutoring) or on a specific target student 

population (students with hearing disabilities; african americans students), thus being 

difficult to generalize. Moreover, the various contextual elements that come into play 

as facilitating or hindering variables for inclusion are mentioned, but rarely explicitly 

described in relation to students' global functioning and/or disability outcomes, i.e. in 

terms of contextual factors in the light of the ecological-relational and biopsychosocial 

perspective of the ICF model [72]. The articles that explore the topic of research in 

inclusive education confirm what has already been highlighted in the literature; re-

search is not limited to the analysis of the physical presence of students with disabilities 

and/or Special Educational Needs or on the processes of differentiation and individual-

ization put in place to help them learn in common contexts, but also aims to identify 

segregation and exclusion devices and mechanisms that continue to discriminate 

against those who are recognized as 'different' with respect to a dominant concept of 

normality, ability and functioning [61]. Furthermore, the review confirms the fact that 

research in inclusive education tends to recognize a new role for people with disabilities 

and/or students within the research process [24].  

 

1.1.4. Discussion 

 

The results of this research confirm what some authors have already pointed out 

regarding the lack of studies on the "inclusive university" - compared to the abundance 

of international studies on "inclusive schools" - and the priority is to clarify and share 

the underlying ideas and models of inclusion [24-26, 36]. 

 

 "It is extremely important how we define the concept of inclusive education, be-

cause the way in which we interpret this term also depends on the type of research that 



is conducted, the research questions investigated, the way in which data is collected and 

the results interpreted. In fact, the term inclusion has been colonized by very different 

supporters (from special education to Disability Studies) influenced by different logic 

of thought and approaches [14-69, 25] so much so that debates on the development of 

inclusive education have often turned into clashes on mere ideological positions rather 

than a research field based on constructive confrontation" [24].2  

 

Primarily, a specific emerging element of complexity, which deserves to be ad-

dressed in detail, although at present still seems to be undervalued, consists in the de-

tection of a double track in the interpretation of the recipients of studies and research, 

but also of inclusive policies and practices in universities; basically, the question of 

who are the subjects of inclusive processes, or who to include?, remains open, whereas 

most research attempts to construct answers on how to include.   

 

In this sense, it is possible to subdivide the articles examined in the light of a dual - 

and mainly dichotomous - meaning, "wide" and "limited", of inclusion. On the one 

hand, one finds articles that consider inclusion as a topic dedicated to one or more "cat-

egories" of special students with specific characteristics, mainly students with disabili-

ties and/or Learning Disabilities, but also ethnic minorities or other variegated forms of 

vulnerability, particularly in the articles from the English-speaking area; on the other 

hand, one finds articles that treat the various issues related to inclusion in universities 

as processes that concern, without distinguishing, all students. 

 

In order to arrive at the definition of an idea of inclusion that is valid and representa-

tive of the complexity detected, which would make it possible to outline a coherent 

framework for the development of the subsequent phases of the "Innovative and Inclu-

sive Academia" project (WP2-WP5), the main recurring elements were identified in the 

articles analyzed, recognizable as essential elements characterizing the idea of inclusion 

at the basis of an inclusive training system including Higher Education. They are sum-

marized below:   

 

- Inclusive culture and the inclusive value. Recognition of inclusion as an inalienable 

universal value and right and as an indicator of the quality of life of individuals and of 

school and university systems, as enshrined in the 2006 UN Convention [65]. Inclusion 

calls into question, and is closely interconnected with the other fundamental values that 

place the person at the center, such as freedom, development, well-being [60-59, 48 ],  

participation [73, 29], equity in diversity [17, 65], justice and flourishing life [60, 48] 

and, last but not least, happiness and contentment [31]. 

 

- Inclusive policies and the community dimension. As Santi and Di Masi [56]  point 

out, the construction of the 'good university' [70, 11] based on the fundamental values 

mentioned above requires critical reflection and focused design on actions and tools to 

foster student participation at the university level, in order to ensure genuine 

 
2 p. 244 



 

emancipatory policies and not merely assistance, in line with an advanced inclusive 

model. It is necessary, for example, to avoid the risk that the University Offices for 

Services for Students with Disabilities and Learning Disabilities present in many uni-

versities are transformed from emancipatory instruments into tools for managing dif-

ference and preserving and immunizing university institutions. Good inclusive univer-

sities characterize themselves as contexts for the development of thriving communities, 

beyond the individualistic and competitive vision.   

 

- Inclusive practices. Accessibility to participation and knowledge. In education and 

academia, accessibility translates into being a system that is understandable, reachable, 

and usable by the widest possible number of students [4] at all levels, through ap-

proaches based on Universal Design principles. 

 

- Personal Life Project. Recognition, enhancement and realization of fundamental 

life dimensions, still misunderstood by educational and training systems, such as val-

ues, rights, well-being and happiness [8]. At the center of this declination of the idea of 

inclusion is each student, regardless of his or her starting condition, and his or her life 

project [56], as essential components of the curricula. 

 

- Inclusive didactics. Inclusive teaching understood not as a set of specific contents, 

but rather as a methodological orientation, an operational style to be adopted in daily 

practice and in the management of all disciplinary curricula, suitably adapted with an 

approach that facilitates the participation and success of every learner, consistently with 

the principles of Universal Design for Learning [22]. Already in 2007, Galliani [31]  

pointed out that the challenge is to move from teaching based only on curricular 

knowledge to an inclusive didactics of the social construction of 'competences for life', 

through communities of discourse and practice, real and virtual, in the networked 'con-

nected' society. 

    

The last phase of the literature analysis was devoted to an in-depth study of inclusive 

didactics, in order to identify its essential, indispensable and generalizable elements, 

and in view of the fact that the "Innovative and inclusive Academia" Project was based 

on the survey and implementation of didactic practices in universities. To this end, all 

articles dealing specifically with didactics, didactic architectures and inclusive strate-

gies (32 articles) were surveyed and analyzed, from which three thematic areas 

emerged:  

 

a) The first refers to the presentation and/or experimentation of specific architec-

tures and strategies considered capable of fostering inclusive processes. These 

include collaborative didactics in its various forms, from cognitive and meta-

cognitive didactics to didactics using digital technologies in an inclusive func-

tion, metacognitive and self-regulation strategies, formative feedback, socio-

emotional education, collaborative knowledge construction (peer tutoring; 

mentoring; modeling...), the creation of a positive climate [22]. 



b) The second concerns the design and organization of approaches, spaces, tools 

and actions to remove the obstacles to learning and participation that people 

encounter and the valorization of positive actions and practices that put pas-

sionate learning facilitators at the center [4].  

c) The last one focuses on emancipatory strategies and tools centered on rights 

and values [56].                                             

 

One important aspect concerns highlighting the actual nature of inclusive didactics, 

with reference to inclusive school and university systems: didactics is defined in  liter-

ature as one of the indicators of the inclusiveness of school and academic systems.  

As is clear from the above data, inclusive teaching is an essential, indispensable as-

pect, but it is not the only one; it must be considered in its relations with the other 

aspects. Inclusive teaching is, in fact, interconnected with different dimensions and pro-

cesses at different levels, in line with the ecological-relational model; these include 

teacher training, the related policies and the design and implementation of adequate 

learning environments, material, digital, physical, social, cultural...  

In the articles, the importance of the physical environment, the qualitative interaction 

between teachers and managers, curriculum design, and the classroom climate are high-

lighted. The prospect of inclusion for all students passes through a refinement of teach-

ing methods, which must promote the active role of each individual by facilitating the 

participation of all, as well as stimulating interactive and mutually supportive relation-

ships [23].  

It is worth pointing out here that inclusive education includes assessment as an es-

sential integral part that nevertheless requires clear and systematic thematization. In 

fact, as Mengoni et al. [44] note, while many studies have addressed processes and tools 

for inclusive teaching only a few research papers have focused on the issue of inclusive 

university assessment [58, 21]. 

 

1.1.5 Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the analysis of the literature carried out confirms the co-presence of a 

variety of ideas and models of inclusion and the scarce thematization and problemati-

zation of the same, even in studies and research from common disciplinary fields (ped-

agogical) and with similar epistemologies (based on the paradigm of human rights and 

Full Inclusion). All the works are based on a shared and general idea of inclusion as a 

value, but the inclusive model, taken up more or less consciously by researchers, prac-

titioners and decision-makers, is declined according to variegated epistemological tra-

jectories and orients policies, practices and the choice of inclusive strategies, which 

take on focuses that are not always coherent and convergent (on students, teachers, 

cultures, techniques, economic funds, etc... ) that risk conveying epistemologies based 

on the "old" paradigms of assistance and integration and partial and/or fragmented ap-

proaches. An essential critical crux is the persistence of an unresolved dichotomous 

vision between the idea of inclusion in the university for a few 'special students' (narrow 

meaning of inclusion) and the idea of a universal inclusive approach (broad meaning of 

inclusion). 



 

 

2. Towards a 'valid and integrated' inclusive university frame-

work 

 
In the light of the results of the review carried out, the need to define and share a 

complex model of inclusion and inclusive teaching in Higher Education of a multifac-

torial and multi-level type, capable of enhancing the different aspects (cultural, politi-

cal, practical), orienting multiple supports (resources, processes and tools) in an ethical 

and ecological-relational perspective, is highlighted.   

The value dimension underpinning it broadens the construct of inclusion by expo-

nentially penalizing its explicit definition, even if it is possible to recognize it in the 

circumstances that should emerge from the concrete indications that are suggested or 

from the actions that are supported in related programs. In this sense, a shared (re)se-

manticizsation of this strongly conceptual construct would be useful to distin-

guish/unite it from/to other processes, in any case aimed at achieving a coexist-

ence/compresence/contiguity between different elements/subjects, but also to decline it 

according to different intentions, priorities, manifestations, such as the pedagogical and 

didactic one [56].                   

 As we have noted, the analysis of recent literature on inclusive cultures and practices 

in higher education confirms an idea of the concept of inclusion as a "universal value" 

and universally recognized, albeit with different declensions, in terms of intentionality, 

priorities and functioning, as in the case of didactics. In general, inclusive teaching is 

one of the indicators of a university's inclusiveness and innovativeness, even if a 'double 

track' still remains unresolved. 

 

 

2.1. The creation of a valid and integrated model of innovative and inclusive uni-

versity  

 

The second phase of WP1 was therefore dedicated to the elaboration of a "valid and 

integrated" model of an innovative and inclusive university, which would be consistent 

with the essential aspects characterizing the most mature and sustainable idea of inclu-

sion (valid), and which, concurrently, would contribute to overcoming the fragmented, 

linear and dichotomous visions found in literature (integrated), supporting and enhanc-

ing the intrinsic complexity of the topic, both at an epistemological and applicative 

level.   The definition and sharing of a "mature and sustainable inclusive cultural model" 

is the first step to support the development of a genuinely inclusive university.  

This was made in relation to the complexity of the contexts and the phenomena in 

question and of coherent teaching approaches and strategies, with the goal of supporting 

the development of a shared culture of inclusion among university teachers. Indeed, 

despite the fact that the importance of equitable access to post-secondary education has 

been emphasized in numerous international documents since the mid-20th century, very 

often the actions taken have produced "cosmetic" outcomes that are not aimed at a 

deeply rethinking of Higher Education systems, in connection both with earlier degrees 



of education and with labor and social inclusion within "flourishing" as well as produc-

tive communities [56, 6].     

Furthermore, in the context of Higher Education we detect an "additional" challenge 

for universities (compared to schools), with reference to the dialectic between specific-

ity and universality that recalls the dilemma of difference [62]  which is expressed in 

the need, on the one hand, to avoid stigmatization by categorizing individual differences 

in terms of special needs and, on the other hand, the need to identify specific needs in 

order to adequately support them with specific aids, which then risk emphasizing the 

differences. It is therefore central to reflect on the following questions:  

Which view between specificity and universality? There is a need to create a "com-

promise" between an individualistic response (specific needs) and the need to intervene 

to create contexts that can accommodate everyone [22]; between special didactics and 

inclusive didactics or, rather, towards a "specialized inclusive didactics".  

Which curriculum, between equity (adapting and then designing flexible educational 

curricula to deal with the "right and enhancement" of individual differences) and qual-

ity? The problem of enabling graduate teachers (not so much in terms of educational 

quality as quality with respect to guaranteeing competent professionals, profiles...). 

 

 

2.2 The conceptual framework: Identifying an innovative and inclusive teach-

ing model in Higher Education  

 

 Starting from the emerging vision of inclusion and the need to clarify and share its 

meaning within a valid and coherent epistemological background, we proceeded to de-

fine an idea of inclusion to form the basis of the "Innovative and Inclusive Academia" 

Project, which would be useful to describe and enhance the virtuous relationship be-

tween innovation and inclusion and to support an integrated development model of IN-

IN (Innovative and Inclusive) universities.  

Basically, it is an idea consistent with the prevailing orientations of the literature, 

but "enriched" with principles and elements that are original and functional for the sub-

sequent phase of elaboration of a valid and sustainable model of inclusive didactics in 

higher education.  

 

2.3 Principles and elements 

 

 The principles and elements characterizing our idea of inclusion are:  

- The "integrated" epistemology of reference: ethical (based on values and rights) 

and ecological-relational model (consistent with the descriptive model of the ICF and 

the Capability Approach). We have already mentioned in the previous paragraphs the 

importance of rethinking the profound meaning of Higher Education by enhancing the 

centrality of the human rights paradigm [65], in the light of the model of human devel-

opment and well-being, aimed at co-development, at the flourishing of people, commu-

nities and contexts. The association of inclusion in the school context with an ecological 

model - multi-level, multi-dimensional and diachronic - is not a new idea [37]; several 

authors have already outlined and explored this framework also in the inclusive 



 

perspective [45-40-2 42]. Interpretive models of an in-inclusive school and, in a broader 

sense, of an inclusive system (thus also of universities) consider in some cases the 

breadth of ecosystems (micro-meso-macro) and in others the relationships linking 

structures and processes with outcomes (input-process-outcomes) and others the tem-

poral variations (initial some models combine one or more dimensions, however, only 

by including all three dimensions (vertical, horizontal and diachronic) is it possible to 

understand and study an inclusive system extensively and accurately [37].  

 

- The valorization of the interconnected binomion 'IN-IN': innovation-inclusion. 

There is no inclusion without innovation and vice versa, and both feed virtuously. As 

highlighted in the literature, a deliberate and pedagogically-oriented innovation process 

of universities - and of university didactics in particular - is coherent and functional to 

the development of inclusive processes. As Galliani [31] points out, methodological 

innovation can only be consolidated if it is supported by collegial planning practices, 

aimed at defining a modular organization of courses and connections between different 

disciplines in the courses of study, not as an extrinsic obligation to compact teaching 

and reducing examinations, but to foster critical integrated approaches to knowledge, 

exploiting multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary in the holistic sign of the unity of 

knowledge and the training of competent people, "endowed with the aptitude for con-

textualization and globalization. Didactic innovation based on evidence-based, cooper-

ative and problem-solving strategies, understood as proposing non-routine topics that 

require autonomous structuring of knowledge and cognitive decentralization. In this 

way, the learning of all students and their active participation in view of the common 

good are fostered. 

 

 

- The identification of inclusive teaching as an indicator of the inclusiveness of a 

system. Inclusive teaching not as a set of specific contents, but a methodological orien-

tation, an operational style to be adopted in daily practice and in the management of all 

disciplinary curricula, suitably adapted with an approach that facilitates the participa-

tion and success of every learner, in line with the principles of the Universal Design for 

Learning [22]. The Italian "National Conference of University Delegates for Disability" 

(CNUDD) expands the theme of teaching to the construct of the educational environ-

ment, which also regards aspects such as school furnishings and all materials and pro-

cesses - including digital technologies and teacher training - highlighting the relation-

ships between these aspects. In this way, the training of the teachers is an integrative 

part of the inclusive educational environment.  Consistent with the biopsychosocial and 

ecological paradigm [29, 17], pedagogical research converges in identifying two inter-

connected directions of inclusive development: individual and collective, for the acqui-

sition and enhancement of capabilities at the personal level [61- 50-49, 20], through the 

re-organization of living environments as "competent contexts" in terms of welcoming 

differences, quality of life, capacitation and participation [10]. 

 

- The identification of the essential elements characterizing inclusive education. It is 

essential to construct a framework that integrates the valid, universal and transferable 



'essential elements' that characterize inclusive education.  The primary reference is Ev-

idence Based Education and in particular Inclusive Evidence Based Education [34-

46,45]. These elements will be taken up in the following section on the construction of 

the operational framework.  

 

2.4 The operational framework: the integrated model of inclusion and inclusive 

teaching 

 

In order to operationally articulate the idea of inclusion outlined above and to support 

the development process of Inclusive Universities [1-71, 12], an operational framework 

was developed (ed. by P. Damiani),  visually represented by two diagrams: the inverted 

cone and the spiral (Figure 1 and Figure 2). They were developed in order to define the 

original model of inclusion based on inclusive and special teaching which allows for 

integration and focalization of different elements, dimensions and levels into a single 

model, consistent of an idea of special and inclusive pedagogy and education [10] and 

with the ethical and ecological-relational model. The Operational Framework takes into 

consideration both conceptions of inclusion (narrow and broad) and the related multiple 

application tracks (policies and practices) highlighted in the literature, providing an in-

tegrated descriptive and interpretative model that is consistent with the inclusive model 

in the university context, outlined above. In light of this framework, the implementation 

of didactics as an indicator of inclusiveness represents the top of the inverted cone 

(Fig.1 – Inverted Scheme Cone). 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1: Multidimensional and Multilevel Inverted Cone. The elements of Inclusive Systems 
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The spiral figure (Figure 2) contributes to recomposing the dichotomous vision be-

tween inclusive didactics for special students and inclusive didactics for all, describing 

the relationships (virtuous spiral interconnection) between the special or specialized 

level (attentive to the specificities/uniqueness of individuals) and the inclusive or uni-

versal level (suitable for all), identifying the essential evidence-based elements of in-

clusive didactics thus understood ("enriched"), at all levels (macro, meso, micro), for 

all students. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2: Spiral Figure. The multilevel elements of Inclusive (Full) Education: the relation-

ship between inclusive education and special education. 

 

 

As can be seen, at the macro level, that of 'broad' inclusive teaching for all learners, 

is the Universal Design for the learning approach [53, 51] whose principles can be ap-

plied in all contexts and foster the co-development of people and learning environ-

ments. At the meso-level, that of the less broad meaning of inclusion, evidence-based 

principles and approaches are identified, with particular reference to the work of Mitch-

ell [45, 46]  to foster learning and participation of all students with differences and/or 

situations of vulnerability who need targeted and specialized policies and practices be-

cause, for various reasons, they are most at risk of exclusion (these are principles and 

approaches that are also useful for all other students, but absolutely essential for them).  

The core of the spiral is represented by the micro level dedicated to students with 

disabilities or other conditions that may require specific and particular, sometimes even 

unique, practices, strategies and tools, such as assistive technologies  (it responds to 

restrict visions of inclusion and aligns with special pedagogy and didactics). At this 
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level, the university reception services and other services and resources aimed at un-

derstanding the specific needs and providing customized and individualized answers 

are indispensable, as in the case of finding assistive technologies, human readers, 

adapted workstations, and so forth. It should be noted how the commitment and inter-

vention of culture, policies and practices at each level also contributes to nourishing the 

other levels, supporting the virtuous dynamics of co-development.  

The overall framework outlined is therefore identifiable as an “ecological-inte-

grated” inclusive model. 

 

 2.5 Using digital technologies in the light of the inclusive ecological perspective 

(integrated model) 

 

The above-mentioned “integrated model” constitutes an epistemological framework 

that contributes to the critical re-thinking of tools and different technologies in a strong 

and up-to-date inclusive pedagogical perspective.  From this perspective, technology is 

one of the tools that allows mankind to intervene in the environment to facilitate and 

overcome barriers, in order to enhance people's functioning and active participation.                       

As Baldassarre and Sasanelli [5] point out, the majority of countries encourage the 

use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) as a tool to promote equity 

through centrally issued recommendations or suggestions.  The European Commission 

(2008) emphasizes the role of ICT in helping students with special educational needs 

to have greater autonomy, however, Evidence-based literature highlighted how  the  

mere introduction of technology in the school context does not necessarily lead to a 

qualitative increase in processes if it is not linked to widespread training of teachers 

[69]. The research at the European level on methodological and functional aspects is 

lacking [8], despite the growing and continuous development of increasingly sophisti-

cated technological products; "there is also a lack of reflection on the needs of these 

students and their teachers in terms of the use of these technologies for learning pur-

poses and in order to integrate these students in both the micro and macro school con-

text”.3  

In fact, it is important to recall that, in the context of disability studies [3-33, 58], 

where interaction with the context is not very functional, technologies can turn into a 

factor of social exclusion, becoming a real barrier for people with disabilities [5].    The 

literature defines technologies for inclusion as various tools and devices, from compen-

satory to assistive ones, dedicated to a specific student population (depending on 

whether there is a disability, a disorder or a difficulty), to those "useful/friendly" for all 

(more properly defined as inclusive technologies). In fact, inclusive technologies are 

indispensable to make education accessible and usable for students with special educa-

tional needs, but they represent a valuable resource for all as they support and enhance 

everyday actions of intervention useful to respond to the multiplicity and heterogeneity 

of cognitive and learning styles present within the classroom [22].  

In this sense, as noted by Rivoltella and Rossi [52], the problem is not to understand 

whether technologies are more or less useful independently of the context, but rather to 
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understand the value and potential that is gained from them and with them. “It is there-

fore more reasonable to speak of the efficacy of the uses of technologies, rather than 

the efficacy of technologies in themselves, and "one of the main issues that arises at the 

various levels of school governance remains that of the professional training of teachers 

in the didactically (and not merely instrumental) effective use of technologies, which is 

able to take into account and translate into daily practice those basic indications to 

which the best educational research has so far come [68, 5]. 

In the UDL perspective, flexibility is the factor that allows teachers and educators to 

adapt to the natural variability of their students and their learning preferences, and the 

primary means of achieving this is through digital technology. Within this framework, 

inclusive education stresses/values the close connection between UDL and technology, 

as the latter can enhance teaching and learning by acting, within the pedagogical para-

digm, as an 'equalizer' and promoter of independence and autonomy [27]. Specifically, 

the key point of UDL lies in its emphasis on variables that can be manipulated to pro-

duce high performance; in more detail, Tomlinson's (1999) conceptual work on the de-

sign of equalizers that could be used to manipulate key educational variables to make 

the curriculum accessible and engaging is recalled [27].  

The idea of applying a computer interface to a body of digital knowledge and allow-

ing the learner to manipulate the information in such a way as to make it accessible (i.e. 

on a physical, sensory and cognitive level), at an appropriate level of challenge, has to 

do with the process of competence development.  In this sense, the measurement of 

UDL outcomes must focus on the benefits of access and sustained engagement: com-

petence and expert performance.  That is, prolonged engagement in learning tasks, of 

increasing difficulty and complexity, leads to high levels of learning and performance 

(p. 40). 

The various declinations of inclusive technologies, at different individual and col-

lective levels, coexist ecologically: "although UDL proactively addresses the needs of 

diverse learners, it must be emphasized that there will always be learners who require 

individualization by technology" [5]4. Furthermore, through the principles of UDL, the 

importance of choosing, designing and using devices and tools according to the Evi-

dence-Based perspective is upheld, rejecting the fascinating but dangerous idea of tech-

nological innovation as a panacea and solution to respond to the complexity and heter-

ogeneity inherent in every classroom [5]. 

Focusing on higher education, the assumption of our "integrated ecological model", 

through highlighting the relationships between different levels of inclusion (individual 

- assistive/compensative; collective - inclusive) and supports (micro-macro; personal-

contextual) promotes a design and use of technologies that takes into account the rela-

tionships between the different elements and subjects, mitigating the exclusionary and 

stigmatizing drifts of special tools for special learners (as still often happens when 

providing compensatory and/or assistive technologies that are not contextualized) and 

of proposals divorced from the general curricular design.   

Thus, the coexistence already described by Hitchock [38] for the school environment 

is realized. "In today's school environments, assistive technology, universal design and 
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UDL must co-exist, as no single solution provides all the accessibility and supports 

needed for learning. The use of technology offers clear benefits to those who wish to 

provide flexible, supportive and adjustable learning and productivity experiences for 

all students” [38]5. 

From an application perspective, in recent years, numerous UDL experiments using 

digital devices and tools have been aimed at improving reading conditions and, in par-

ticular, the accessibility of textbooks by exploiting the web and/or specific devices.  

Alternative ways of accessing information have been proposed, such as video supports 

for reading, listening with screen readers, links that organize content according to levels 

of depth and conceptual diagrams/maps, annotations in text format and audio for the 

production of teaching materials.  "As cognitive neuroscience has shown, digital media 

play a strategic role among these environments and tools. They can form the basis of 

models of recognition (recognition learning), strategic learning (strategic learning) and 

affective learning (affective learning) and can respond to the differences of each sub-

ject" [15]6. 

In the light of this, the choice was to start from the actions underway at the University 

of Modena and Reggio Emilia (Unimore), based on the Evidence Based Education and 

Universal Design for learning approaches, in order to support the virtuous relationship 

between inclusive education and special education, in particular through the dissemi-

nation of digital technologies to encourage everyone's participation, building real learn-

ing communities [18]. In line with the dual-level perspective, research-training work-

shops addressed to all teachers on Team Based Learning and UDL approaches have 

been planned and implemented, with the future perspective of evaluating the applica-

tions and results of Universal Design at inter-university level [6-42,43].  

Digital technologies were also introduced to facilitate reading and comprehension of 

written texts. More in detail, as of January 2023, as part of the Unimore Service for 

students with disabilities and with DSA, a "Accessible Books" pilot project was 

launched, aimed at students with DSA and sensory and/or intellectual disabilities, with 

the intention of providing textbooks and/or scientific articles in digitized and - where 

necessary - facilitated format, through the direct involvement of students. 

 

3       Conclusion 
 

The framework outlined allows the nurture of a virtuous circularity between the ac-

tions in the field at different levels and with different actors, while activating reflective 

and evaluative processes on the actual impact of the actions taken by teachers in terms 

of “inclusiveness”. 

The literature review reveals that Inclusive Higher Education should embrace inclu-

sive teaching, together with other dimensions as design and implementation of adequate 

learning environments, physical environment, qualitative interactions among teachers 

and students, curriculum design, classroom climate, collaborative and active teaching 

and learning methods and assessment.  
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Educators have a strategic role in overcoming the actual problems, and in creating a 

new ecosystem in our universities.  

Faculty or Educational Development has a role to play: teachers could develop 

awareness about these topics, could learn how to create inclusive learning environ-

ments, could learn how to design inclusive and interdisciplinary curricula, could adopt 

more largely formative assessment and cooperative teaching approaches. Teachers 

should receive guidance and support to develop inclusive teaching practices through 

learning communities, diversity and inclusion seminars, and workshops on inclusive 

pedagogy, curriculum design and assessment. Faculty should build activities or mod-

ules demonstrating how equity and inclusion can be incorporated in course curriculum 

and pedagogy [41].  
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