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2. INCLUSION: HOW CRUCIAL IS TEACHER EDUCATION? SPECIAL TEACHER 
EDUCATION AND RECRUITMENT AS NON-TRADITIONAL FACTORS OF 
INEQUALITY FOR THE QUALITY OF INCLUSION IN THE ITALIAN CONTEXT  
 
Valerio FERREROa 

 
aDepartment of Philosophy and Education Sciences, University of Turin, Italy  
valerio.ferrero@unito.it  
 
Abstract 
The role of schools in achieving an ever-higher degree of social justice is internationally 
recognised: hence the need to assume equity as a pedagogical horizon of meaning to 
improve people’s life trajectories through education. Nevertheless, various inequalities 
impact on students’ paths: we propose the category of non-traditional factors of 
inequality to understand how school systems and schools create inequalities. We fit into 
the international debate on the shortage of specialised special needs teachers; our aim is 
to understand how and why special teacher education and recruitment are configured as 
non-traditional factors of inequality. Our focus on the Italian context allows us to give a 
contextual interpretation of the phenomenon. After an excursus on the legislation in terms 
of special teacher education and recruitment, we analyse the results of a study conducted 
between February and April 2023 to understand (1) if and why special teacher education 
and recruitment can be considered non-traditional factors of inequality that undermine 
inclusion quality and (2) what teachers’ and parents’ perspectives on the phenomenon 
are. After a data analysis using the Ministry of Education and ISTAT databases, two 
asynchronous online focus groups were conducted in two Facebook communities with 
parents and teachers. Ministry of Education and ISTAT data confirm that special teacher 
education and recruitment are non-traditional factors of inequality; the testimonies 
collected in the focus groups also reveal distorting dynamics in terms of equity and 
inclusion quality. Therefore, reflection is needed (in Italy but not only) to make special 
teacher education and recruitment more effective.  
 
Keywords: school; equity; non-traditional factors of inequality; inclusion; special 
teacher education  
 
DOI: 10.21862/atee.2023.09 
 
 
Introduction  
This paper is part of the international debate on the shortage of special needs teachers; in 
particular, it explores the issue of special teacher education and recruitment as dynamics that 
give rise to this phenomenon. Within the theoretical-conceptual framework of equity in 
education, this dynamic is seen as the cause of inequality among students created by school 
systems and schools due to national educational policies and the organisation of individual 
institutions.  
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Firstly, we develop a theoretical-conceptual framework on equity and social justice in 

education, positioning ourselves among the different interpretations of these constructs. Again, 
we introduce the interpretative category of non-traditional factors of inequality to place school 
systems and schools under investigation and understand how they give rise to inequality 
dynamics through the classroom actions of teachers, the governance of individual schools and 
national educational policies.  

Secondly, we focus on inclusion quality and use the framework developed to read 
special teacher education and recruitment as non-traditional factors of inequality. In fact, their 
procedural ineffectiveness produces a shortage of specialised special needs teachers at the 
international level, with the necessary recourse to non-specialist figures who lack the skills to 
be those contextual agents of change to make schools environments fit for the people who live 
in them.  

Thirdly, we focus on the Italian context: in the face of cutting-edge legislation on 
inclusion and well-defined special teacher education and recruitment procedures, problematic 
dynamics emerge precisely due to the shortage of special needs teachers. Having investigated 
the issue thanks to the literature on the subject, we examine the results of a study conducted in 
Italy between February and April 2023: a data analysis conducted thanks to the databases of 
the Ministry of Education and ISTAT and two subsequent asynchronous online focus groups 
conducted in two Facebook communities with teachers and parents allowed us to understand 
if and why special needs teacher education and recruitment are configured as non-traditional 
factors of inequality and what the perspectives of the different actors on the issue are.  

The focus on the Italian context, besides allowing a contextual reading of the 
phenomenon, allows us to elaborate reflections that can be extended to those international 
contexts that share similar problems and similar educational policies. The interpretation of the 
problem within the theoretical framework of the non-traditional factors of inequality facilitates 
us in thematising the issue of the quality of inclusion as a systemic problem.  
 
Theoretical framework  
Social justice, equity and inequalities in education  
The role of education in achieving an increasing degree of social justice is internationally 
recognised (OECD, 2012; UNICEF, 2013; 2021), sometimes even in the form of political 
engagement for a more equitable and sustainable future (UN, 2015). It is about building a more 
cohesive, democratic and inclusive society in which all are actors in History and active 
participants in the participatory processes of citizenship (Adams, 2007; Bell, 2007; Gerwitz, 
2006; Griffiths, 2003; Hackman, 2005). Therefore, taking equity as a horizon of pedagogical 
meaning becomes unavoidable (Ainscow, 2020a; 2020b; Jurado de Los Santos et al., 2020): it 
is necessary to ensure that everyone has an excellent education for the acquisition of the 
capabilities to exercise citizenship in terms of active participation in political, social, cultural, 
economic life on the local and global levels without diversity turning into inequality (Ferrero, 
2023a).  

These ideals are shared internationally, but it is difficult to realise them (OECD, 2023; 
UNICEF, 2018). Social reproduction (Bourdieu, 1966; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1964; don 
Milani, 1967) is still active: in fact, in most cases children replicate their parents’ educational, 
professional and personal paths without being able to change their socio-economic and socio-
cultural status. Parents’ economic situation and educational level are causes of inequality that  
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are external to the school and are considered as classic. However, there is a need to move 
beyond this interpretation and focus on the role of school in producing inequalities (Mayabi, 
2015; Thompson, 2019), as also affirmed by the ethnography of education (Florio-Ruane, 
1989; Gobbo, 2011; Goldring, 2002). Here, we propose the interpretative category of non-
traditional factors of inequality, introduced by Ferrer-Esteban (2011) and later deepened by 
other studies (Ferrero, 2023b; Granata & Ferrero, 2022; Mincu, 2015), to investigate the action 
of school systems and schools in producing inequalities.  

  
Figure 1. Non-traditional factors of inequality (author’s elaboration)  
 

Non-traditional factors of inequality originate due to the organisational culture and 
functioning of school systems and schools: they produce disparities between pupils that affect 
both different institutions and classes within the same school, depend on everyday educational 
practice, individual school governance and national educational policies. Ecological model by 
Brofenbrenner (2009) is useful to explain the different level of origin of these dynamics and 
the responsibility of school systems in producing disparities between pupils (Figure 1).   

The dynamics of inequity can originate at different levels (Boeren, 2016; 2019); reading 
the interrelationships between the various spheres is crucial to understand the effect of non-
traditional factors of inequality on pupils’ educational pathways (Giddens, 1984). At the micro-
level we find inequality dynamics taking shape in the classroom, i.e., in the environment 
directly frequented by the student. Then, at the meso-level we have inequalities that originate 
at the institutional level. Finally, at the macro-level we have inequalities created by the socio-
political and cultural system in which the student lives, thanks to educational policies that are 
not really oriented towards equity. In particular, here we focus on inclusion by investigating 
whether special teacher education and recruitment can be seen as non-traditional factors of 
inequality that undermine its quality.  
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The role of special teacher 
education and recruitment for inclusion quality  
Inclusion is not to be understood as a goal achieved once and for all, but as a process that 
modifies contexts so that they adhere to the specific needs of the people who experience them 
(Gordon-Gould & Hornby, 2023; Hornby, 2014). In this way, we go beyond the logic of 
deficiency, which only shows the students’ weaknesses, by thinking in terms of enhancing the 
potential of each one. Thus, the special needs teacher is an agent of change and not the assistant 
of a single child (EASNIE, 2012); therefore, special teacher education assumes a fundamental 
role in promoting this vision of school and this professional habitus in future teachers 
(EASNIE, 2020).  

Nonetheless, there is an international shortage of specialised special needs teachers 
(Payne, 2005; Sutcher et al., 2019; Thornton et al., 2007): this situation produces worsening 
effects on the quality of inclusive processes in schools, as inadequately trained people are 
employed to modify school contexts with a view to personalisation and valorisation of 
everyone's strengths, without focusing on disability or, in general, on what is missing. In 
addition, recruitment procedures produce frequent turnover (Bulger et al., 2015; Cooper & 
Alvarado, 2006; Guarino et al., 2006; Zascavage et al., 2008), with a negative impact on 
educational continuity.  

Special teacher education and recruitment can be considered non-traditional factors of 
inequality. They originate at the macro-level, but have effects on the organisation of individual 
schools (meso-level) and obviously on the school experience of students (micro-level). 
Ultimately, they worsen inclusion quality.  

 
The role of special teacher education and recruitment for inclusion quality  
Italy is at the forefront in terms of inclusion: since 1977, differential classes for students with 
disabilities have been abolished (Ianes et al., 2020; Saloviita & Consegnati, 2019) and the value 
of heterogeneity is affirmed as a resource to be designed so that it becomes an educational 
resource (Arcangeli et al., 2016; Seitz et al., 2023). Therefore, the special needs teacher is 
assigned not to the individual pupil but to the whole class (Anastasiou et al., 2015; Devecchi 
et al., 2012) precisely to emphasise that the action is not on the individual but on the context.  

From a planning perspective, individualised educational plans (IEPs) are drawn up for 
pupils with disabilities, which must relate to class planning (Auer et al., 2023; Bellacicco & 
Cappello, 2023; Demo, 2022). For pupils with other special educational needs, individualised 
education plans are drawn up to indicate strategies that are successful in ensuring learning, 
always in connection with the approaches used for the whole class (Demo, 2022; Ianes & 
Demo, 2021).  

With respect to special needs teacher education, one becomes a special needs teacher 
after attending an annual qualifying course corresponding to 60 ECTs and consisting of 
theoretical teachings and workshops in the pedagogical, didactic and psychological areas and 
an internship (Amatori et al., 2020; Calvani et al., 2017; De Angelis, 2021). Recruitment differs 
for permanent and fixed-term recruitment (Magni, 2019; Magni & Bertagna, 2022). In the first 
case, an open competition must be passed. In the second case, there is a ranking list of 
specialised people to draw from; once it is exhausted, unspecialised teachers are hired and then 
people who apply voluntarily and come from other professional fields. Also to remedy this 
situation, there is a compulsory 25-hour course for unspecialised special needs teachers and 
curricular teachers in whose class there is a special needs teacher.  
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Aims and scope of the study  
This exploratory study, conducted between February and April 2023, focuses on the Italian 
school system and wants to analyse special teacher education and recruitment to see if they are 
non-traditional factors of inequality. It pursues the following aims:  

 to know what the contractual and training profiles of special needs teachers employed 
in Italian schools are;  
 to understand the effects of the presence of unspecialised special needs teachers in 
terms of their effects on inclusion quality;  
 to investigate the perspective of teachers and managers on this issue.  

 
Methodology and methods  
Research questions  
In the light of the theoretical framework developed and the objective and aims made explicit 
above, this exploratory study aims to answer two research questions:  

1. Can special teacher education and recruitment can be considered non-
traditional factors in Italy and why?  
2. What are the perspectives of teachers and parents on this issue?  

Methods and tools  
This study was conducted using a sequential explanatory mixed method. Firstly, we carried out 
a data analysis using the Ministry of Education and ISTAT databases related to the school year 
2021/22: this related to the profile of Italian special needs teachers with reference to the 
possession of the qualification and the type of contract (fixed-term or permanent).  

Secondly, we carried out an asynchronous online focus group (Abrams & Gaiser, 2016) 
conducted in two Facebook communities: we asked teachers and parents what their perspective 
was on the phenomenon of unspecialised teachers.  
Participants  
The qualitative part of the study was carried out in two communities within the social network 
Facebook. The first community consisted of 71074 users, the second of 82993; people, who 
were informed of the use of their interventions for research purposes, were guaranteed 
anonymity. 
  

  
Figure 2. Participants in the asynchronous online focus group  
 

39 people take part in the online focus group in the first community and 31 in the second 
one. In this analysis, we consider the most significant responses in terms of content and 
adherence to the subject of the question. With respect to the comments included, Figure 2  
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illustrates the profiles of the authors with reference to the category they belong to (parents or 
teachers); these data were deduced from the content of the comments or from short 
conversations conducted with users through the private messaging service made available by 
the social network.  

The reactions to comments in response to the main post (like, love, hug, ahah, wow, 
sigh, grrr) considered here are 160 in the first community and 102 in the second. This is a non-
probabilistic sample of volunteers: users spontaneously participated in the survey and belong 
to different age groups and territories. While this may appear to be a limitation since it does 
not represent a specific reality, the very exploratory nature of the study justifies the choice: the 
ultimate aim is to understand whether the criticalities highlighted in the literature are perceived 
as such by the school’s protagonists, so approaching the subject by involving people of 
different ages, territories and experiences may prove useful for this purpose, despite the 
limitation relating to the small number of responses.  

 
Data analysis  
With respect to the qualitative part of the study, the users’ responses, in the form of comments 
to the main post, were subjected to a content-informative analysis (Forbes Hallam, 2022; 
Stewart & Williams, 2005) that allowed the information obtained to be classified, synthesised 
and clarified. The web was understood here as a tool for collecting digital data, i.e., produced 
natively by users using the medium.   

The reactions of community users to the comments written in response to the post, 
expressed through the emoticons provided by Facebook, were then analysed. This is in some 
way a relational analysis of the communication flow through which the focus group is 
articulated and is useful to understand how much the thoughts expressed are shared.  

 
Results  
Special needs teacher in Italy: data by Ministry of Education and ISTAT  
Special teacher education and recruitment are two interconnected issues that have 
repercussions on students’ pathways: not having an adequate number of specialised teachers 
means having to assign many substitutions to staff without specific qualifications and 
sometimes not even in possession of the qualification to teach on a common place or subject, 
with the impossibility of recruiting on a permanent basis despite the availability of teaching 
positions. These dynamics have distorting effects in terms of equity: not all pupils and classes 
can count on teachers adequately trained in inclusion and educational continuity becomes a 
chimera given the constant turnover.  
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Figure 3. Special needs teachers hired on a fixed-term and permanent basis in the 2021/22 
school year  

 
Figure 3 shows how structural the shortage of special needs teachers is: compared to 

the total number of positions that were available for permanent recruitment, only 8,06% were 
used for tenure appointments under an ordinary procedure; 37,22% were given tenure under an 
extraordinary procedure: the specialized teachers included in the ranking list for fixed-term 
contracts who had obtained an annual employment as special needs teachers could have had a 
proposal for permanent recruitment to be finalised at the end of the school year after passing a 
test. 54,72% of the positions allocated to tenure were given as annual contracts (from 1st 
September to 31st August) to unspecialised staff or to specialised teachers who chose not to 
avail themselves of this possibility. Therefore, tenured special needs teachers are less than half. 
It depends both on special teacher education and recruitment and on the professional choices 
of individual teachers who sometimes opt for a common or subject position with a fixed-term 
or permanent contract, although they can be appointed to a tenure-track position as special 
needs teachers.  

  
Figure 4. Teachers on support posts in the 2021/2022 school year between tenured teachers 
and teachers hired on fixed-term contracts  
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The structural shortage of special needs teachers is even more evident from Figure 4: 

out of the total need, 38,73% are hired on permanent contracts, 61,27% on fixed-term contracts. 
Of the non-tenured teachers, 84,84% are employed until 30th June of the school year considered, 
15,16% until 31st August; of the positions on 31st August that remained vacant after the fixed-
term recruitment procedures, 42,53% are for the recruitment of specialised special needs 
teacher, and 57,47% are occupied almost entirely by teachers without qualification.  

  
Figure 5. Possession of specialisation by non-tenured special needs teachers  
 

In essence, most classes with a pupil with disabilities have a non-tenured special needs 
teacher; of these, almost 1 in 2 (45.46%) do not have the specialisation (Figure 5). Moreover, 
of the total number of tenured and non-tenured support teachers, 1 in 3 does not have the 
specialisation (Figure 6). The situation differs in different parts of Italy: while in the North and 
the Centre the employment of unspecialised personnel is equivalent to almost half of the total 
number of special needs teachers employed on both fixed-term and permanent basis, in the 
South it corresponds to only one fifth.  

The profiles of unspecialised special needs teachers are different: one part is qualified 
to teach on curricular positions, another part consists of people who apply spontaneously. In 
the latter case, the profiles are the most diverse, from students not yet included in the official 
lists to people without specific (special) teacher education and belonging to other professional 
fields; however, there are no official data on the number of positions filled by spontaneous 
applicants. The data proposed with respect to fixed-term recruitments only consider contracts 
on 30th June and 31st August. Therefore, the presence of unspecialised staff is greater if we 
consider all the recruitments related to shorter substitutions of absent staff: a massive recourse 
to spontaneous applications is plausible. In the last three school years, the situation seems to 
have improved, with a slight decrease of unspecialised special needs teachers.  
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Figure 6. Possession of specialisation by non-tenured special needs teachers  

 
Thus, judging by the numbers, special teacher education and recruitment can be 

considered non-traditional factors of inequality.  
 

Asynchronous online focus group  
The answers of the users of the two communities touch upon different aspects of the 
professionalism of special needs teachers. Structural criticalities emerge on a macro-level, due 
to national education policies; there are also difficulties due to the school culture on the 
organisational level (meso-level) and classroom life (micro-level).  

A significant number of answers focuses on the professional profile of special needs 
teachers: a sort of tension emerges between the idea that they can be agents of contextual 
change and the still widespread belief that they must be devoted to care activities. It is precisely 
for this reason that in many answers the value of special teacher education is somewhat 
diminished in favour of a certain vocation that substitute a professional habitus in which 
psycho-pedagogic-didactic skills find their place.  

Empathy and disposition are natural gifts that are certainly not acquired by specialization; 
studies and teacher education are important... But sensitivity, understanding and listening 
are more so. Experience counts, not so much what you learn in books. Unspecialized 
teachers are welcome if they feel they have the calling (T1C1).  
15 likes, 4 loves  
Heart is essential in our work (T3C1).  
14 likes, 1 love  
I am an unqualified teacher. I could choose a curricular position, but I feel more inclined 
to be a special need teacher. Specialization is an extra title, experience in the field counts, 
and if I don't know something I ask for advice either from specialists or those who have 
more experience (T10C1).  
4 likes  
Many children need emotional and relational support. We don’t just look at teacher 
education (T19C1)!  
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5 grrr  
It is not teacher education course that gives birth to vocation (T1C2).  
7 like, 4 love, 3 hug  
There is no teacher education that holds! It all depends on relationships with the boy, with 
colleagues, and with management (T5C2).  
1 like  
You don’t see a good teacher by certifications, including specialization. Teacher education 
is useful, but almost everything is done by the person and their being suited for the job 
(T17C2).  
5 likes, 1 love  
In both communities, a part of the teachers maintained that the professional profile of 

the special needs teacher is a combination of personal characteristics and vocational aspects 
and that specialisation is an accessory requirement. Except in one case, where the emoticons 
expressed opposition, in the others there was agreement with the opinions expressed. Actually, 
it should be remembered that education, even in adulthood, aims at the cultural and personal 
growth of the individual: even aspects mistakenly considered natural or gifted only by some, 
such as empathy, openness towards others, and the ability to establish a healthy and fruitful 
educational relationship, can be built up and improved thanks to (special) teacher education. 
These are fundamental competences that make the special needs teacher an agent of change 
who manage personal internal factors to act on complex and sometimes conflicting relational 
dynamics: it is necessary to get out of the “logic of the good heart” and “of vocation” so as not 
to diminish the value of these essential dimensions of the habitus of the special needs teacher 
and of all teachers.  

Furthermore, specialising in inclusion means acquiring psycho-pedagogical and 
teaching skills that cannot be improvised. This issue is strongly emphasised by other teachers 
and parents, who stress the crucial nature of the professional dimension of teachers’ work and 
the importance of not giving in to charitable or compensatory visions.  

If there is a shortage of nurses and I gave an exam in school hygiene can I send a curriculum 
to the hospital below? Today anyone can teach: you disqualify the profession and harm the 
kids (P1C1).  
6 likes, 2 love  
Specialization makes all the difference! The specialized special needs teacher is not only 
a plus for the pupil with disabilities but for the whole class: he/she works on the classroom 
climate, the relationship, the environment, and everyone benefits. Without the proper 
special teacher education, it is impossible to surely be aware of all these variables; we just 
assist (T36C1).  
9 likes  
Specialised special needs teachers were able to experience themselves in a serious 
internship by translating skills learned from books into practice and put to the test through 
simulations in labs. It doesn’t all end with the special teacher education, but it does give 
you a mindset that you are unlikely to have without that kind of education (T2C2).  
4 likes, 3 love, 1 hug  
Good will is not enough, you need competence and professionalism. Teacher education is 
indispensable (T6C2)!  
2 likes, 2 loves  
You cannot do without education! Instead, we have teachers catapulted overnight into 
support. Even with the best good will, they won’t know where to put their hands. We are 
talking about doing special education, not baby-sitting (T7C2).  
2 likes  
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Specialization is a necessary and priority qualification. When teachers are called from 
curriculum or sometimes even cross-graded often we see total inexperience and lack of 
educational tools to cope with complex situations (T8C2).  
8 likes  
As a parent, I note that the right to work of a neurotypical adult is more relevant than the 
right to study and inclusion of a child with disabilities (P1C2).  
8 likes, 1 sigh  
I don’t understand the tolerance for incompetence. Is asking for someone who is capable 
in their own work too much to ask? Being disabled puts you in a position to be content 
with what passes for you and be thankful as well. Would the same people who are 
condescending to teachers without the slightest education be condescending as well if they 
were touched by a doctor without any surgical specialty when they are on the table, ready 
for surgery? How would they react to being told by the Ministry of Health that 
unfortunately there are not enough surgeons (P2C2)?  
9 likes  
If it is not accompanied by training, goodwill can be disastrous (P5C2)!  
1 like  
First-time people with no education have been employing as special needs teacher for 
years: a disaster on the skin of the most fragile (P9C2).  
5 likes, 2 loves  
There is disinterest on the issue, it seems that specialization is just a title... Actually, as a 
parent, I have seen the difference between educated staff and improvised staff (P6C2)!  
9 likes  
I have worked as a special needs teacher both without specialization and with: thanks to 
special teacher education I have become more aware and intentional in my actions, because 
I have increased not only knowledge, but also skills and competencies. [...] Beyond 
intentions (even the best ones) a good special needs teacher needs specialization (P13C2).  
4 likes  
In reply to those who claim that training does not guarantee high quality standards in 

terms of inclusion, it is reiterated that specialisation is not a fad but is essential to build a 
professional habitus that guarantees a quality educational experience for everyone. It is then 
emphasised that the training pathway favours work not only in the psycho-pedagogical and 
didactic sphere, but also on the level of emotional, social and relational skills, overcoming the 
“logic of good heart” and “of vocation” In addition to the agreement expressed through 
emoticons, several distorting effects in terms of equity due to the recruitment of unqualified 
teaching staff are given as examples: these are widespread dynamics in many schools that 
damage pupils’ educational experience. In fact, a compensatory view of work for inclusion and 
the delegation mechanism must be overcome.  

Empathy, heart are not enough: I have seen serious mistakes made in absolute good faith 
from trivial reinforcement of dysfunctional behavior to something else (T14C1).  
5 likes, 1 hug  
The first year of primary school they called as special needs teacher a girl who had yet to 
graduate and not even to become a teacher. She did more harm than good: my son was 
bored and began to have dysfunctional behavior (P2C1).  
4 sigh  
I have no special teacher education and regretted being employed as special needs teacher: 
they assigned me to a boy I can’t handle. [...] For some students there is a need for teachers 
trained in difficult behaviors to deal with. For others, regular teachers are fine (P31C1).  
3 grrr  
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Last year my son’s special needs teacher (hired after a spontaneous application) was a 
disaster from start to finish. My son practically lost a year, now we are catching up (P7C2).  
3 likes, 3 hug  
The situation appears in all its criticality: users express support for the opinions 

expressed and sometimes mark their sentiment in a direction of anger at the unfairness of 
students’ daily experience. However, for schools it is impossible to do otherwise: there are few 
specialised special needs teachers and a large number of teaching positions have to be filled. 
In recent years, this phenomenon has led many people to enter the teaching profession either 
thanks to the permanent qualifying value of a qualification obtained many years earlier, without 
having updated their education in the meantime, or by applying through spontaneous 
applications. Now, there does not seem to be a solution: the places advertised for specialisation 
courses are far fewer than the need for teachers, also because it is essential that the number of 
eligible candidates is calibrated on the actual sustainability of the universities, so as not to 
reduce the quality of the education proposal.  

Faced with the shortage of specialized teachers, welcome the presence of unspecialized 
ones. I have had both negative and positive experiences with them... I always recommend 
specializing: unfortunately, people often give up because they think that once you reach a 
certain age you can no longer study or because of the cost and commitment the course 
requires (T2C1).  
20 likes  
Specialists are also few because of the way special teacher education is organized (T4C1).  
8 likes  
Without unspecialized and teachers hired by resume, pupils would be without teachers. 
[...] So, now, non-specialized teachers guarantee, some better and some worse, an essential 
service (T6C1).  
4 likes  
I am specializing. [...] Empathy is important, but heart is not enough... It takes expertise! 
We can make a difference for these kids, but we need to be trained (T7C1).  
14 likes, 1 love  
At the root is a dysfunctional system. Anyone who wants to go into the profession of do-
mentor should be fully educated (T11C1).  
13 likes  
The problem is the system. How can you blame a temp who tries to bring home bread 
because they can’t find anything better? Dignity to the role of the teacher must come first 
and foremost from the institution, with adequate contracts and reducing precariousness 
(T13C1).  
3 likes  
At my school, without unspecialised teachers, I would be the only special needs teacher. 
The error is in the system (T5C1).  
15 likes  
When the dry weather is blowing, even the storm is good. Special teacher education is 
selective and almost exclusive... But it is essential! This job is not assistance. Recruitment 
is also the problem: offering a precarious job is bound to go downhill. Teaching is often a 
job for those who cannot find better (T26C1).  
7 love, 2 like  
The extensive use of unspecialised teachers is considered a necessary evil due to the 

structural deficiencies of our school system. Teachers with the specific specialisation are few 
and even fewer are hired on a permanent basis; among them, many make a tenure transition  
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every year to curricular positions. The reactions to the comments express agreement with the 
thoughts expressed. Schools can only limit the damage by calling spontaneous applicants who 
have qualifications similar to those required.  

In general, compared to those who took part in the exploratory survey, parents of pupils 
with disabilities and specialised special needs teachers recognise the value of the special 
teacher education to acquire psycho-pedagogical-didactic skills and work on emotional, social 
and relational aspects, not giving in to the common sense according to which the “good heart” 
and the “vocation” are sufficient elements to build an effective inclusion and stressing the need 
to go beyond delegation mechanisms and compensatory visions. The unspecialised special 
needs teachers on the one hand emphasise the personal characteristics relating to the emotional-
relational sphere as the main element of the professional habitus, on the other hand they 
highlight the difficulties in accessing specialisation courses due to the few places advertised, 
their cost and the commitment required. The curricular teachers express opinions sometimes 
adhering to the specialised teachers and parents, sometimes to the unspecialised.  

 
Discussion  
This study confirms the critical issues that have emerged in the literature. Special teacher 
education and recruitment represent a non-traditional factor of inequality in Italy (Ferrero, 
2023c). They originate at a macro-level. At the meso-level, they put schools in a difficult 
position to manage professional resources and guarantee inclusion quality. They also have 
effects at the micro-level, producing inequalities in students’ school experience.  

The shortage of specialised teachers leads to recruitment problems, with few permanent 
hires (Boe & Cook, 2006; Brownell & Sindelar, 2016). Many permanent teachers recruited as 
specialised teachers switch to curricular teaching after the five-year constraint in Italy, further 
reducing the pool of special needs teachers. This situation leads to compensatory dynamics and 
delegation mechanisms, disregarding the inclusion project (Cooc, 2019; De Angelis, 2021).  

As we have seen, this issue does not only concern Italy but many school systems 
internationally. Therefore, it is an international challenge that requires serious reflection 
starting from the convergences emerging between school systems (Boe, 2014): we need to 
rethink recruitment policies to make them more effective and responsive to the needs of 
everyday school life and make special teacher education more accessible. Moreover, it would 
be necessary to think about special teacher education not only for special needs teachers, but 
for all teachers: in this way, it would be possible to have professionals with both curricular and 
special needs teachers’ tasks, avoiding delegation mechanisms and allowing everyone to 
acquire those competences to act on contexts and not on individuals, creating capacitating 
experiences and settings.  

Definitively, the Italian case can be useful for reflections even beyond the boundaries 
of the school system under investigation. In fact, it emerges that the shortage of specialised 
support teachers produces distorting effects in terms of equity by worsening students' school 
experience. Having inadequately educated teachers does not allow for the paradigm shift that 
inclusion would require: it acts on the individual and not on the contexts, focusing more on 
capabilities that there are and should be developed.  

Furthermore, the asynchronous online focus group shows us the phenomenon of 
“epistemic bubbles” (Ferrari & Moruzzi, 2020; Nguyen, 2020), i.e., the tendency to confirm 
positions in which one recognises oneself also thanks to the algorithms that regulate social  
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networks and propose content in line with what the user has shown interest in or assent to. With 
respect to the issue under investigation, it is interesting to note how the tendency to devalue 
special teacher education emerges: in the face of a minority who recognise its value and 
importance, many give in to a “good-hearted logic” that risks leading to welfare dynamics that 
have nothing to do with the vision of inclusion as a process.  
 
Conclusion  
Within the reflection on the role of schools for social justice and equity, it is imperative to 
focus on inclusion. As they have been conceived up to now, special teacher education and 
recruitment are non-traditional factors of inequality (in Italy but not only), since they are 
dynamics originating from the organisation of our school system that create inequalities in 
pupils’ educational paths.  

The numbers of the phenomenon and the perspectives of the school’s protagonists leave 
no escape: action must be taken so that what should be the exception (having some 
unspecialised teachers as special needs teacher) stops being the rule. It is a work that involves 
political actors, universities and school systems: it is crucial to promote the idea of the special 
needs teacher as an agent of change who acts on the contexts to improve the educational 
experience of all pupils.  

 
References  
Abrams, K.M., & Gaiser, T.J. (2016). Online Focus Groups. In N.G. Fielding, R.M. Lee & G. 

Blank (Eds.), The Sage Handbook of Online Research Methods (pp. 435-450). 
Thousand Oaks: Sage.  

Adams, M. (2007). Pedagogical frameworks for social justice education. In M. Adams, L.A. 
Bell (Eds.), Teaching for diversity and social justice (pp. 39-58). New York: 
Routledge.  

Ainscow, M. (2020b). Inclusion and equity in education: Making sense of global 
challenges. Prospects, 49, 123-134.  

Ainscow, M. (2020b). Promoting inclusion and equity in education: lessons from international 
experiences. Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, 6(1), 7-16.  

Amatori, G., Bianco, N.D., Capellini, S.A., & Giaconi, C. (2021). Formazione degli insegnanti 
specializzati e progettazione educativa individualizzata: una ricerca sulle 
percezioni. Form@ re, 21(1), 24-37.  

Anastasiou, D., Kauffman, J.M., & Di Nuovo, S. (2015). Inclusive education in Italy: 
description and reflections on full inclusion. European Journal of Special Needs 
Education, 30(4), 429-443.  

Arcangeli, L., Bartolucci, M., & Sannipoli, M. (2016). La percezione della qualità dei processi 
inclusivi: il punto di vista della scuola. L’integrazione scolastica e sociale, 15(2), 125-
140.  

Auer, P., Bellacicco, R., & Ianes, D. (2023). Individual Education Plans as Instruments and 
Practices for Inclusion: Problems and Dilemmas. In S. Seitz, P. Auer & R. Bellacicco 
(Eds.), International Perspectives on Inclusive Education: In the Light of Educational 
Justice (233-252). Leverkusen: Verlag Barbara Budrich.  

 
 



 

133 
 

 
Bell, L.A. (2007). Theoretical foundations for social justice education. In M. Adams, L.A. Bell 

& P. Griffin (eds.), Teaching for diversity and social justice (pp. 1-14). New York: 
Routledge.  

Bellacicco, R., & Cappello, S. (2023). Evidence on Analysis and Reflections of Available 
Statistical Data in Italy. In S. Seitz, P. Auer & R. Bellacicco (Eds.), International 
Perspectives on Inclusive Education: In the Light of Educational Justice (141-162). 
Leverkusen: Verlag Barbara Budrich.  

Boe, E.E. (2014). Teacher demand, supply, and shortage in special education. Handbook of 
research on special education teacher preparation, 67.  

Boe, E.E., & Cook, L.H. (2006). The chronic and increasing shortage of fully certified teachers 
in special and general education. Exceptional Children, 72(4), 443-460.  

Boeren, E. (2016). Lifelong learning participation in a changing policy context: An 
interdisciplinary theory. London: Palgrave-Macmillan.  

Boeren, E. (2019). Understanding Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 on “quality 
education” from micro, meso and macro perspectives. International review of 
education, 65, 277-294.  

Bourdieu, P. (1966). L’école conservatrice. L’inégalité sociale devant l’école et devant la 
culture. Revue française de sociologie, 7(3), 325-347.  

Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J.C. (1964). Les Héritiers. Les étudiants et la culture. Parigi: Les 
éditions de Minuit.  

Brofenbrenner, U. (2009). The Ecology of Human Development. Experiments by nature and 
design. Harvard: Harvard University Press.  

Brownell, M.T., & Sindelar, P. T. (2016). Preparing and retaining effective special education 
teachers: Systemic solutions for addressing teacher shortages. Council for Exceptional 
Children Policy Insider.  

Bulger, S., Jones, E. M., Taliaferro, A.R., & Wayda, V. (2015). If you build it, they will come 
(or not): Going the distance in teacher candidate recruitment. Quest, 67(1), 73-92.  

Calvani, A., Menichetti, L., Pellegrini, M., & Zappaterra, T. (2017). La formazione per il 
sostegno. Valutare l’innovazione didattica in un’ottica di qualità. Form@ re, 17(1), 18-
48.  

Cooc, N. (2019). Teaching students with special needs: International trends in school capacity 
and the need for teacher professional development. Teaching and Teacher 
Education, 83, 27-41.  

Cooper, J.M., & Alvarado, A. (2006). Preparation, recruitment, and retention of teachers. 
Brussels: International Institute for Educational Planning.  

De Angelis, M. (2021). Valutare le competenze del docente inclusivo: revisione sistematica 
nei corsi di specializzazione sul sostegno in Italia. Form@ re, 21(1), 253-269.  

Demo, H. (2022). Per una progettazione didattica inclusiva: proposta di un canovaccio per 
progettare unità di apprendimento inclusive. Q-Times webmagazine, 14(1), 147-164.  

Devecchi, C., Dettori, F., Doveston, M., Sedgwick, P., & Jament, J. (2012). Inclusive 
classrooms in Italy and England: The role of support teachers and teaching 
assistants. European journal of special needs education, 27(2), 171-184.  

EASNIE (2012). Teacher Education for Inclusion. Profile of Inclusive Teachers. Odense: 
EASNIE.  

EASNIE (2020). Teacher Education for Inclusion. Key Policy Messages. Odense: EASNIE.  



 

134 
 

 
Ferrari, F., & Moruzzi, S. (2020). Logical pluralism, indeterminacy and the normativity of 

logic. Inquiry, 63(3-4), 323-346.  
Ferrer-Esteban, G. (2011). Beyond the Traditional Territorial Divide in the Italian Education 

System. Aspects of System Management Factors on Performance in Lower Secondary 
Education. FGA Working Paper, 42(12). Torino: Fondazione Giovanni Agnelli.  

Ferrero, V. (2023). Equity and Excellence in Education: SDG 4 of the 2030 Agenda in the 
Italian Context–Public Education Policies and Their Impact. In M. Hamdan M. 
Anshari, E.Z.H. Ali & N. Ahmad (Eds.), Public Policy’s Role in Achieving Sustainable 
Development Goals (pp. 206-235). Hershey: IGI Global.  

Ferrero, V. (2023a). School between Equity and Inequality: A Pedagogical Reflection on 
Italian Context. In H. Van Seliskar (Ed.), Restorative Justice and Practices in the 21st 
Century (pp. 175-204). Hershey: IGI Global.  

Ferrero, V. (2023b). Inclusione: una questione di formazione? Formazione degli insegnanti di 
sostegno e modalità di reclutamento come fattori non tradizionali di 
disuguaglianza. Annali online della Didattica e della Formazione Docente, 15(25), 
252-272.  

Ferrero, V. (2023c). School between Equity and Inequality: A Pedagogical Reflection on 
Italian Context. In H. Van Seliskar (Ed.), Restorative Justice and Practices in the 21st 
Century (pp. 175-204). Hershey: IGI Global.  

Florio-Ruane, S. (1989). Social organization of classes and schools. M. Reynolds (Ed.), 
Knowledge Base for the Beginning Teacher (pp. 89-92). London: Pergamon.  

Forbes Hallam, K. (2022). Moving on from trial and errors: a discussion on the use of a forum 
as a online focus group in qualitative research. International Journal of Social Research 
Methodology, 25(4), 429-439.  

Gerwitz, S. (2006). Towards a Contextualized Analysis of Social Justice in Education. 
Education Philosophy and Theory, 38(1), 69-81.  

Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society: Outline of the theory of structuration. 
Cambridge: Blackwell/Polity Press.  

Gobbo, F. (2011). Ethnographic research in multicultural educational contexts as a contribution 
to intercultural dialogue. Policy Futures in Education, 9(1), 35-42.  

Goldring, L. (2002). The power of school culture. Leadership, 32(2), 32-35.  
Gordon-Gould, P., & Hornby, G. (2023). Inclusive education at the crossroads: exploring 

effective special needs provision in global contexts. Taylor & Francis.  
Granata, A., & Ferrero, V. (2022). Nelle tasche della scuola. Coinvolgimento finanziario-

organizzativo delle famiglie come fattore non tradizionale di disuguaglianza scolastica. 
Scuola Democratica, 10(2), 363-384.  

Griffiths, M. (2003). Action for social justice in education. Buckingham: Open University 
Press.  

Guarino, C.M., Santibanez, L., & Daley, G.A. (2006). Teacher recruitment and retention: A 
review of the recent empirical literature. Review of educational research, 76(2), 173-
208.  

Hackman, H.W. (2005). Five Essential Components for Social Justice Education. Equity & 
Excellence in Education, 38(2), 103-109.  

Hornby, G. (Ed.) (2014). Inclusive special education. New York: Springer.  
 



 

135 
 

 
Ianes, D., & Demo, H. (2021). Per un nuovo PEI inclusivo. Integrazione Scolastica e 

Sociale, 20(2), 34-49.  
Ianes, D., Demo, H., & Dell’Anna, S. (2020). Inclusive education in Italy: Historical steps, 

positive developments, and challenges. Prospects, 49(3-4), 249-263.  
Jurado de Los Santos, P., Moreno-Guerrero, A.J., Marín-Marín, J.A., & Soler Costa, R. (2020). 

The term equity in education: A literature review with scientific mapping in Web of 
Science. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 17(10), 
3526.  

Magni, F. (2019). Formazione iniziale e reclutamento degli insegnanti in Italia. Percorso 
storico e prospettive pedagogiche. Roma: Studium.  

Magni, F., & Bertagna, G. (Eds.) (2022). Lauree e abilitazione all’insegnamento. Analisi del 
presente, tracce di futuro. Roma: Studium.  

Mayabi, C. (2015). The Role of Education in Fighting Inequality. Berlin: GRIN.  
Mincu, M. E. (2015). The Italian middle school in a deregulation era: modernity through path-

dependency and global models. Comparative Education, 51(3), 446-462.  
Nguyen, C.T. (2020). Echo chambers and epistemic bubbles. Episteme, 17(2), 141-161.  
OECD (2012). Equity and Quality in Education. Supporting Disadvantaged Students and 

Schools. Paris: OECD Publishing.  
OECD (2023). Education at a Glance 2023: OECD Indicators. Paris: OECD Publishing.  
Payne, R. (2005). Special Education Teacher Shortages: Barriers or Lack of Preparation?. 

International Journal of Special Education, 20(1), 88-91.  
Saloviita, T., & Consegnati, S. (2019). Teacher attitudes in Italy after 40 years of 

inclusion. British Journal of Special Education, 46(4), 465-479.  
Scuola di Barbiana (1967). Lettera a una Professoressa. Firenze: LEF.  
Seitz, S., Auer, P., & Bellacicco, R. (Eds.) (2023). International Perspectives on Inclusive 

Education: In the Light of Educational Justice. Leverkusen: Verlag Barbara Budrich.  
Stewart, K., & Williams, M. (2005). Researching online populations: the use of online focus 

groups for social research. Qualitative Research, 5(4), 395-416.  
Sutcher, L., Darling-Hammond, L., & Carver-Thomas, D. (2019). Understanding teacher 

shortages: An analysis of teacher supply and demand in the United States. Education 
policy analysis archives, 27(35).  

Thompson, R. (2019). Education, Inequality and Social Class. New York: Routledge.  
Thornton, B., Peltier, G., & Medina, R. (2007). Reducing the special education teacher 

shortage. The Clearing House: A Journal of Educational Strategies, Issues and 
Ideas, 80(5), 233-238.  

UN (2015). Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. New 
York: UN.  

UNICEF (2013). Leave No Child Behind. Building Equity for Children. Skopje: UNICEF.  
UNICEF (2018). An Unfair Start. Inequality in Children’s Education in Rich Countries. 

Florence: UNICEF.  
UNICEF (2021). Every Child Learns. New York: UNICEF.  
Zascavage, V., Schroeder-Steward, J., Armstrong, P., Marrs-Butler, K., Winterman, K., & 

Zascavage, M.L. (2008). Considerations for the strategic recruitment of special 
educators. Teacher Education Quarterly, 35(4), 207-221.  

 


