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Abstract

In March 2020 all schools in Italy were closed due to the Covid-19 pandemic, and the novelty of distance learning was
introduced. During the 2020-2021 school year, pre-primary and primary schooling was carried out in situ, while secondary
education was re-organized into a mixed system, with students spending 50% of their time attending classes from home,
in distance learning. This reconfiguration was a challenge to students, teachers, and parents, affecting the learning experi-
ence of the most vulnerable students and students with disabilities, particularly. It necessarily brought into question Italy’s
“progressive” legal framework for “school inclusion.” The scope of the present article is to analyze the teaching activities
carried out with students with disabilities in Italy during the first wave of the emergency lockdown and their consequent
challenges for school inclusiveness. An overview of the Italian inclusive model in education and the national measures
adopted to guarantee the right to education during times of school closure/restriction is outlined. We have sought to test
the hypothesis that distance learning may introduce many risks for inclusion (resulting in a “downgrading inclusion,” that
is, a decline of the level of inclusion already reached for students with disabilities), but it may also present an improvement
in how teachers address these students and their needs. To this end, after reporting data from the available studies on this
target, we provide insights from a web questionnaire submitted to a non-probabilistic sample of nearly 150 primary and
(lower and upper) secondary school teachers. Results showcase that, though with a general worsening of school inclusion,
in some cases, teachers were actually able to support students with disabilities and their families in a new, customized,
empathetic, and more attentive manner.
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1. Introduction dent, teacher, parent, and school manager, highlighting

latent educational problems and unveiling educational

In March 2020 all schools in Italy were closed due to
the Covid-19 pandemic, and the novelty of distance
learning was introduced. During the 2020-2021 school
year, pre-primary and primary schooling took place reg-
ularly, while secondary education was re-organized into
a mixed system, with students spending 50% of their
time attending classes from home, in distance learn-
ing. This reconfiguration posed a challenge to every stu-

inequalities already affecting the most vulnerable stu-
dents. Among this group, students with disabilities more
generally, and the issue of their inclusion in education
specifically, have been an educational priority during the
Covid health crisis.

After presenting an overview of the lItalian inclu-
sive model of education and a review of the literature
investigating the impact of lockdown on children with
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disabilities, this article will try to test the hypothesis that
distance learning offers students with disabilities a com-
bination of both risk and improvement factors. Empirical
evidence generated from a web questionnaire submit-
ted to a non-probabilistic sample of nearly 150 Italian pri-
mary and secondary school teachers will be discussed.

2. The Italian Inclusive Model of Education

The Italian education system, as outlined by the 1946
Italian Constitution, is characterized by its inclusive-
ness: The document fosters a non-discriminatory system
where access to education is ensured regardless of gen-
der, race, social status, ability, and difference of opinion,
and article 34, comma 1, stresses that “schools are open
to everyone.” During the second half of the 20th century,
a wide cultural movement for the rights of people with
disabilities took place and improved aspects of inclusivity
in Italian society and its institutions.

Since the mid-1970s, students with disabilities have
been the object of specific legislation in Italy (Law
n. 517/1977) inspired by the principle of school integra-
tion (Dempsey, 2001), which has made it mandatory to
recruit a support teacher certified by the National Health
System for every four students with a disability in each
class. The law, which has not been changed, features one
of the most “progressive” legal frameworks in Europe
(European Agency for Development in Special Needs
Education, 2003), in terms not only of de-segregation
but also of integration in mainstream education. So far,
other norms have been promulgated, aimed at broaden-
ing the range of needs classified as “special” and eligi-
ble for compensations and dispensations during a given
educational career: Of these, Law no. 104/1992 and Law
no. 170/2010 have been the most significant. An organic
set of rights was established in compulsory education
(which has been extended from eight to 12 years, or until
the age of 18 in 2007) and the creation of an Individual
Educational Plan (PEI) has become mandatory for stu-
dents with disabilities at all school levels. A meaning-
ful measure adopted to further promote educational
inclusion was the Directive of the Ministry of Education,
passed 27 December 2012, which distinguishes SEN stu-
dents into three sub-groups: those with one or more dis-
abilities, those with learning difficulties (ADHD, dyslexia,
etc.), and those with a socio-economic and/or linguistic
disadvantage due to ethnic background, economic depri-
vation, and/or family poverty. This distinction aims to
develop more customized interventions. In this article
we chose to focus on the first subgroup of special needs
students, those with disabilities (be these physical, psy-
chological, or sensory) given that they are the only ones
who are assigned a support teacher. Accordingly, we use
the term “support teacher” and not “special educational
needs teacher,” as the latter is not recognized as such
in Italy.

As a positive impact of this legislation, there has
been an increase in the target population, which now

includes 270,000 students with disabilities (3.5% of the
whole school population; see Istat, 2020). They can bene-
fit from a student-to-teacher ratio of 1:3 thanks to a pro-
vision of about 203,000 support teachers, mainly operat-
ing in public schools, who represent 29.8% of all teachers
employed (MIUR, 2021). Each student with a disability
has the right to have a support teacher for 14.1 hours per
week on average (as per the 2018-2019 school year) in
addition to the classroom teacher, but this amount is still
perceived as insufficient, given that 6% of parents have
appealed against this allocation. Moreover, the turnover
among support teachers is particularly high, given that
57% change yearly, and this is another reason parents
complain (Istat, 2020).

Overall, Italian school integration policy can be con-
sidered as inclusive (D’Alessio, 2011), since it is based
on a neat anti-discriminatory and de-segregating legis-
lation, and focused on equity, access, opportunity, and
rights. At a formal level, this approach is consistent with
the “social model” of disability which has inspired the
ICF framework (Barnes, 2012), because the help pro-
vided to students is not limited to the school environ-
ment but is located at the crossroads of school and
health/social services, both of whom are responsible for
the certification of disability and for the definition of sup-
port measures that will follow. These measures, how-
ever, are often not applied in full due to the different
standards of diagnosis applied in the different regional
healthcare systems and the local disparity in the availabil-
ity of support teachers. Therefore, the measures do not
achieve their full potential and, in some cases, this can
hamper the path to inclusion. Moreover, the sociocul-
tural climate, especially in secondary education, is often
not yet ready to accept and adopt them fully, something
we shall return to later in the article.

3. The Inclusion of Students With Disabilities in Italy
During Covid-19

3.1. School Closure and Social Distancing

Italy was the first Western country to close all edu-
cational institutions nationwide at the beginning of
March 2020. To this day, the country has navigated
through different phases: from the first general lock-
down (March—June 2020) to the re-opening of schools
(September through mid-October 2021) with protection
measures and social distancing in the classroom, to a
long period characterized by the alternation of students
in secondary schools (divided into two groups who could
be present online or at school, alternatively) until the end
of the 2020-2021 school year (Pavolini et al., 2021).

No doubt, the urgent and drastic measure of sus-
pending all early childhood education services and
schools (Decree-Law n. 6 of 23 February 2020) marked
an unprecedented scenario for Italy. One month into the
pandemic the Minister of Education issued the first oper-
ational indications for distance learning activities (DAD):
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to maintain class relationships and learning environ-
ments and to contrast isolation and demotivation among
students. Many Italian schools started distance learn-
ing almost immediately while awaiting more specific
national guidelines. They carried out a set of different
educational activities using ICT, videoconferencing, and
assigning homework and study materials through digital
platforms (or via e-mail and WhatsApp if the connectivity
was too weak for synchronic exchanges). Social activities
with students online were the most widespread practice
(Indire, 2020). The Ministerial Note no. 388 of 17 March
2020 suggested paying special attention to students with
disabilities: Support and curricular teachers were invited
to maintain the interaction with these students and their
parents, albeit remotely, to continue supporting them
through distance learning and to monitor the effective
implementation of their PEl. Meanwhile, the website of
the Ministry of Education was expanded to include a sec-
tion called “online inclusion,” aimed at supporting school
staff by providing tools, experiences, and webinars they
could use with students with disabilities (Pellegrini &
Maltinti, 2020).

During the summer of 2020, in preparation for the
re-opening of schools in September, the Ministry of
Education delivered the guidelines for integrated dig-
ital teaching (DDI), which stipulated that each school
was required to prepare a specific plan, capitalizing
on the experience gained during the months of lock-
down. Each school was also asked to survey any spe-
cific needs for tablets, PCs, ICT connections, and other
infrastructural equipment for students and teachers, and
make sure those needs were catered to. Whereas dur-
ing the first lockdown students with disabilities were
subjected to the same restrictions imposed on all stu-
dents (which placed a heavy burden on their families),
from September 2020 onwards they received special pro-
visions: In the case of blended learning (remote and
presential), they would be given priority in receiving
face-to-face learning with their teachers to avoid both
physical isolation and care deprivation—both of which
are at risk in the case of prolonged exclusion from pre-
sential learning among students with disabilities.

Ministerial Decree no. 39, issued 26 June 2020, iden-
tifies disability and school inclusion as educational priori-
ties for the 2020-2021 school year. By adopting ordinary
and extraordinary measures, schools have been required
to ensure that students with SENs, especially those with
disabilities, be present at school, by creating customized
face-to-face activities based on the number of students,
type(s) of disability, and available professional resources;
in some cases, they were even dispensed from using an
(otherwise mandatory) protective face mask.

Given the sharpening of the pandemic, the
2020-2021 school year started with many concerns:
Several interruptions to regular school attendance
(based on differential criteria of risk of contagion for
each region) and different forms of distance learning
were carried out, especially in upper secondary educa-

tion. With the Prime Minister Decree of 2 March 2021,
one year after the start of the Covid-19 emergency, all
schools were closed again, allowing only teachers (who,
in the meantime, had been among the first categories
of workers to take part in the vaccination campaign) and
students with special needs to enter school grounds.

3.2. Studies on the Impact of Lockdown on Children
With Disability

Since 2020, studies began to investigate the indirect
effects of prolonged school closures on students, both
in terms of learning and of their physical and mental
health (Schleicher, 2020). The learning loss (Agostinelli
et al., 2020) appeared difficult to regain, especially for
pupils from disadvantaged and minority backgrounds,
with an increased likelihood that school inequalities
would worsen (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). One year later, in
March 2021, with almost half of the world’s students
still affected by partial or full school closures (UNESCO,
2021), the global effects of lockdown on students began
to become clearer. Due to the lack of ICT devices, poor
connectivity, and the absence of direct teacher—student
interaction, distance learning proved its inadequacy as a
means of ensuring universal access to education. Indeed,
it has been estimated that one-third of school-age chil-
dren in the world have been excluded from distance
learning activities (UNICEF, 2021).

Little research has specifically focused on stu-
dents with disabilities. International analyses remark
on the negative consequences of home confinement
and “home-based distance learning,” and point out that
distance learning programs reduce school participation
(Petretto et al., 2020; United Nations, 2020). Italian stud-
ies also highlight the presence of additional problems
for this group during the pandemic. Between April and
June 2020, over 23% of students with disabilities (about
70,000) did not take part in distance learning activities
(Istat, 2020). The reasons are mainly linked to the sever-
ity of their disability/ies, the difficulty in ensuring the
collaboration of family members, and the family’s socio-
economic disadvantage. In particular, the few studies
carried out during the pandemic focused on the role
played by three factors: (a) availability of ICT devices at
home and school (Filosa & Parente, 2020; Indire, 2020);
(b) level of family collaboration; and (c) readjustment of
the objectives of the PEI.

A month after the first school closure, an explo-
rative survey based on nearly 3,000 teachers (lanes &
Bellacicco, 2020), showed that more than one student
with a disability out of three was excluded from distance
teaching, while for 20% only individualized activities
were contemplated. Exclusion seemed to be widespread
across different school levels: In more than 20% of cases,
no digital materials were made available for these stu-
dents; their adaptation, when it occurred, was assigned
only by support teachers. Sometimes the relationship
with families and between teachers appeared to be
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positive, whereas peer involvement was found to be
lacking, leading to isolation for students with disabilities
(Fondazione Agnelli, 2020).

Inalocal study carried outin a Northern Italian region
(Parmigiani et al., 2020), 24% of the nearly 800 teachers
surveyed declared that the families of students with dis-
abilities did not have ICT devices at their disposal that
were sufficiently powerful to launch videoconferencing
software or to download the applications necessary to
utilize digital materials. Most families (65%) collaborated
in many ways with teachers by coaching their children,
giving continuous feedback, supporting them emotion-
ally, and helping teachers during the personalization pro-
cess. Most teachers declared having had a good level of
team collaboration (70%), whilst 154 teachers noted sit-
uations where support teachers were excluded from the
teaching team and left alone to manage their assigned
students with disabilities. Obstacles to successful online
inclusive activities were lack of physical contact, lack of
face-to-face interaction, lack of attention, and lack of
participation. Among others, the lack of social moments
appears to be the most important problem, since there
are difficulties in maintaining contact with the rest of
the class. Finally, national studies emphasize that in one
school out of 10 no support teacher took part in spe-
cific courses for the appropriate use of ICT in education:
Therefore, a scarce preparation in the management of
distance teaching is hypothesized for this group of teach-
ers, with possible negative consequences on students
with disabilities, the impact of which has not yet been
fully estimated (Censis, 2020).

4. Hypothesis and Method

There is no doubt that the inclusive approach of the Italian
education system has suffered during the pandemic, and
the consequences may have had an impact over and
beyond the students themselves, on teachers and par-
ents. No teacher, however well prepared, can be inclusive,
in conditions of permanent external danger and with min-
imal (or no) institutional support. Teachers were able to
cope with the emergency mostly at an individual level by
drawing upon their personal experience with ICT, good-
will, and capability to test out new teaching solutions
through trial-and-error and by learning how to grab and
exploit public digital resources (online, radio and TV mate-
rials, online tutorials, etc.) available at the given moment.

Given the limited studies on this issue, our first
exploratory hypothesis is that, during this emergency,
which created new working conditions for both regular
and support teachers, the inclusion of students with dis-
abilities in the educational environment could face a risk
of decline (H1). On the other hand, through specific digi-
tal resources, teaching tools, and various communication
channels, we believe that teachers may have also found
ways to implement practices that made students with dis-
abilities more directly involved and motivated in learn-
ing (H2).

To test these hypotheses, we use data from an online
survey carried out in December 2020. Using a Google
questionnaire circulating on Facebook, we reached a
non-probabilistic sample of Italian teachers/educators
employed in different school divisions. The sample
includes 147 respondents (95% female), distributed as
follows: 53% from primary schools, 20% from lower sec-
ondary schools, and 27% from upper secondary schools,
with an acceptable territorial distribution (about 50%
from the North, 15% from the Center, and 35% from
the South of Italy). The sample included classroom teach-
ers (52%), support teachers (34%), and other profession-
als (14%) responsible for students with disabilities, such
as educators, personal assistants, and tutors. The ques-
tionnaire (made up of 20 closed and open questions)
aimed at collecting experiences and opinions about the
teaching strategies adopted during the first lockdown
(March—June 2020) with students with disabilities, their
emotions and feelings surrounding their work at this
time, and the relationship maintained with these stu-
dents’ parents.

No doubt, the self-selection of the sample represents
the main methodological limitation of this investigation,
whose results are not useful for statistical inferences
and generalization, given that the sample presumably
includes only the most engaged and motivated teach-
ers. However, the data, which derives from voluntary par-
ticipation in the survey, may produce an early picture,
in real-time, of teachers’ experience with students with
disabilities during the first phase of the pandemic and
their teaching activities. The distribution of the sample
in terms of teachers’ role, gender, and territorial distri-
bution mirrors the general situation of teaching in Italy,
with only an underrepresentation of teachers working in
the central regions of Italy.

5. Data Analysis and Results

The data analysis is articulated in two steps: First, we
offer a general frame of the activities of distance edu-
cation and of the difficulties encountered by teach-
ers addressing the needs of students with disabilities
during the first school lockdown in Italy (Section 5.1).
Considering the sample’s limitations, as described above,
the data analysis has been limited to a frequency distri-
bution. Some closed questions showcased a list of fre-
guency options that respondents were invited to fill out
to indicate if they chose certain activities and tools or
faced difficulties with families and students with disabil-
ities (possible responses were: never, sometimes, often,
or always; no missing responses were allowed).

Second, we carried out a more in-depth analysis of
the following two open questions in the questionnaire
(Section 5.2):

1. What negative and positive aspects emerged from
the relationship with parents of students with
disabilities?
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2. What negative and positive elements emerged
from the relationship with students with
disabilities?

A thematic analysis of the written answers given by
respondents allows us to outline teachers’ opinions
about their work with students with disabilities and
their parents during the pandemic and summarize the
emerging trends in a final analytical matrix (see Table 3).
Ambivalent aspects, emerging from the teacher—student
and teacher—parent relationship, are interpreted identi-
fying core dimensions and categories to reach a deeper
understanding of the educational dynamics concerning
students with disabilities in times of emergency.

5.1. Learning Activities, Students Difficulties, and
School-Family Communication

The Covid-19 emergency lockdown has been lived by
many teachers with a sense of inadequacy (65%), stress
(62%), anxiety (45%), and frustration (37%). Despite many
respondents (67%) reporting they would plan lessons tak-
ing into consideration the different learning needs of
their students, the majority (53%) also claim that work-
ing alone (that is, without their teaching team) was the
first impediment due to the conditions of lockdown.

If we take a closer look at the activities, they were
able to carry out via distance learning, the “live lesson”
was the most adopted across all grades, especially the
common lesson with the entire class (57-70% opted for
this “often/daily”). Individual lessons by support teach-
ers were offered “often/daily” by 37-57% of respon-
dents (more in primary and upper secondary education
than in lower secondary schooling), but there are 22.5%
of lower secondary teachers who did not offer individ-
ual lessons to students with disabilities at all. The most
popular teaching tool among respondents was the use of
PowerPoint presentations. In primary schools, recorded
lessons were also used frequently (42.5% “often/daily”)
with students with disabilities, more than in other grades
(33.5% “often/daily” in lower secondary classes, 21%
in upper secondary classes). Online exercises were typ-
ically assigned more by primary school teachers (50.5%
“often/daily”), especially if compared with upper sec-
ondary teachers (32.5% “often/daily”).

On the whole, teachers included in this sample
were quite active in addressing students with disabili-
ties, albeit without didactic innovation and/or customiza-
tion of activities. They tried to avoid isolation and dis-
connection among these students by choosing a top-
down model rather than more discursive and dialec-
tic modes. One negative point that emerges from the
questionnaire is that 27% of primary school, 26% of
lower secondary school, and 22.5% of upper secondary
teachers did not do anything (or almost anything) specif-
ically for students with disabilities (i.e., they marked
“always/often” or “sometimes” for the item no activity
for pupils with disabilities).

To test the sensitivity of respondents to the learn-
ing needs of students with disabilities, we asked them
to report the main difficulties mentioned by students
during school closures (Table 1). Students mostly felt
an impediment in interaction with both classmates
(42-47% “often/daily” in secondary education) and
teachers (32% “often/daily” in primary education, 43%
in lower secondary education). After that, the main
impediment was the weakness of their Internet connec-
tion (38% “often/daily” in primary education, 25% in
lower secondary education, and 34% in upper secondary
education)—only a few students did not have any con-
nection problems (5% in high schools, 10% in primary
schools, and none in middle schools).

According to teachers, the younger students with dis-
abilities are the harder they find it to cope with dig-
ital tools. In primary schools, difficulties in using ICT
devices or digital platforms are greater than in secondary
schools, and often younger children must share devices
with other family members more than their teenage
counterparts. The same appears to be true concerning
home space: Difficulties in studying at home for the
lack of a dedicated room to study is more frequent
among disabled children (according to teachers, 20.5%
find this aspect difficult “often/daily”) than adolescents
(only 10,5%). This could be, at least in part, the reason
why there is a meaningful share of students with disabili-
ties who have difficulty in following online teaching activ-
ities: According to the respondents, 30.5% of primary
school children “often/daily” cannot follow sync lessons
and video calls regularly (versus 18% in lower and upper
secondary schools).

To sum up, teachers see age as intersecting with
the presence of a disability as a determinant of the dif-
ferent responses of students to the proposed learning
activities: While children lacked more structural and dig-
ital tools and support, teenagers and adolescents were
more challenged by the difficulty in understanding and
doing specific school assignments, also because the per-
sonal interaction with teachers was strongly limited by
distance learning.

Many teachers and support teachers acknowledge
the importance of the parents’ mediation to improve
the quality of students’ response and learning outcomes.
The questionnaire enquired about the different solutions
and tools adopted by teachers to guarantee a stable rela-
tionship (and communication channel) with the parents
of students with disabilities (Table 2). Parents who were
not contacted/reached at all during the school lockdown
are 15% in primary schools, 8% in middle schools, and
16.5% in high schools. In secondary education, a con-
siderable share of respondents did not have any con-
tact with parents through digital platforms: In upper sec-
ondary schools, 24% reported “never” having any con-
tact, the same answer as 17.5% of respondents from
lower secondary schools. An even higher number of
teachers did not contact parents either via WhatsApp or
through individual text messages (39-40% of the former
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Table 1. Main difficulties mentioned by students during school closures.

Difficulty in: Primary school Lower Secondary school Upper secondary school
Often/ Often/ Often/
Never  Sometimes daily Never  Sometimes daily Never  Sometimes daily
Peer interaction 13.5 68.0 18.5 215 36.0 42.5 7.5 45.0 47.5
Student—teacher 14.0 54.5 315 215 35.5 43.0 10.5 65.5 24.0
interaction

(mediated also
by screens)

Sharing devices 16.5 46.0 37.5 10.5 64.5 25.0 34.0 53.0 13.0
with other family

members

Internet connection 10.5 51.5 38.0 — 75.0 25.0 5.5 60.5 34.0
Doing homework 17.5 63.5 19.0 3.0 77.5 19.5 21.5 51.5 27.5
Using ICT device 14.5 62.0 23.5 12.5 68.0 19.5 14.0 74.0 12.0
and platform

Following live/sync 14.0 55.5 30.5 14.0 68.0 18.0 18.5 63.0 18.5
lessons

Doing oral 32.5 55.0 125 17.5 72.0 10.5 18.5 63.0 18.5
interrogations

Studying at home 26.5 53.0 20.5 28.5 57.5 14.0 31.5 58.0 10.5
Following async 23.0 64.5 125 21.5 71.0 7.5 29.0 52.0 19.0
lessons

Notes: These are answers to the closed question: How often during lockdown did students with disabilities refer to the following diffi-
culties? Percentage on the row total per each school division; 78 respondents are teachers/educators at primary schools, 29 are teach-
ers/educators at lower secondary schools, 39 are teachers/educators at upper secondary schools (the same applies to Table 2). Source:
UCSC (2020).

Table 2. Tools adopted by teachers to remain in contact with families of students with disabilities.

Tool Primary school Lower Secondary school Upper secondary school
Often/ Often/ Often/
Never Sometimes  daily  Never Sometimes  daily  Never Sometimes  daily
Platform 7.5 24.0 68.5 17.5 17.5 65.0 24.0 38.0 38.0
Individual WhatsApp 15.0 23.0 62.0 39.0 39.0 22.0 40.5 13.5 46.0
message
E-mail to parents 14.0 31.5 54.5 10.5 54.0 35.5 19.0 48.5 325
WhatsApp group 26.5 25.0 48.5 53.5 29.5 17.0 61.0 19.5 19.5
with parents
Digital school register ~ 19.0 28.0 53.0 22.0 22,5 55.5 215 24.5 54.0
School website 28.0 38.0 34.0 28.5 28.5 43.0 325 32.5 35.0
Word-of-mouth 325 39.5 28.0 63.0 22.5 14.4 69.0 21.5 9.5
among parents
No contact with 67.5 17.0 15.5 68.0 24.0 8.0 64.0 19.5 16.5
parents

Notes: These are answers to the closed question: How often during lockdown did you use the following tools to remain in contact with
families? Percentage on the row total per each school division. Source: UCSC (2020).
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responded “never”), and the majority didn’t participate
in parent-led class chatrooms (53-61% of respondents
said “never”). The use of institutional top-down chan-
nels, i.e., the digital school register and the school web-
site, was frequent and widespread among secondary
school teachers (54-55% said they “often/daily” used
the digital register, 43—35% said they “often/daily” used
the school website). A large share of respondents “never”
used the word-of-mouth system of communication (63%
in middle schools, 69% in high schools).

On the contrary, in primary schools, teachers dealt
with the need for a stable school-family communi-
cation by varying channels more than in secondary
schools, moving freely between more formal and infor-
mal and horizontal channels of communication. They
“often/daily” used emails (54%), exchanges through the
platform (68.5%), the digital school register (53%), and
word-of-mouth (28%).

The closed questions of the questionnaire are too
narrow to fully understand the process of communica-
tion between teachers and parents; they can give us
information about teachers’ behavior but not details on
the feedback from parents. Moreover, they highlight only
the frequency with which each tool was used and not
its efficacy. Thus, we followed up with the following
question: Is the choice of daily communication through
“institutional” and top-down channels more successful
than informal and peer-based channels to foster the
independence of students with disabilities, or does it
fail by bypassing or underestimating the importance of
the parent—teacher relationship? In next section, we are
going to focus on these questions.

5.2. Teachers’ Opinions on Distance Learning: Negative
and Positive Consequences on Students with Disabilities
and Their Families

In this section we are going to examine the answers
to two open-ended questions included in the question-
naire that allowed us to reconstruct teachers’ opinions
on their professional experience during the Covid emer-
gency lockdown, considering both negative and positive
aspects that emerged in their relationship with students
with disabilities, in activities of distance learning, and
during communication processes with their families. This
part of the questionnaire enabled us to identify not only
the challenges and difficulties experienced by teachers
working with students with disabilities and their families,
but also highlight positive experiences and good relation-
ships, as we have resolved to do in our hypotheses.

The following thematic analysis compares negative
and positive aspects emerging from the answers of cur-
ricular and support teachers of primary and secondary
school to these open-ended questions. First, we con-
sider the impact and consequences of school closure on
the relationship between teachers and families with chil-
dren with disabilities; secondly, we look at the changes
and transformations in the relationship between teach-

ers and students with disabilities, trying to identify core
dimensions and categories that should allow us to com-
prehend the new educational dynamics of this target
of students.

With regards to the teacher—family relationship, the
answers to the open questions highlight the insurgence
of new stress factors affecting the lives of families with
students with disabilities. Teachers report closures, rigidi-
ties, and tensions with parents when they assigned stu-
dents with disabilities different or “separate” activities.
They emphasize the difficulty in building positive collab-
orations between schools and families due to a lack of
common strategies, excessive (or rather, an anxious form
of) support from parents worried about learning loss
and wanting to improve their children’s school perfor-
mance, and a demanding attitude from parents towards
teachers. If teacher—parent relations are not based on
common and cooperative strategies, the partnership is
ineffective with possible role conflicts and mutual dis-
trust. Over-delegation to teachers, with requests for
extra-curricular support, or excessive protection and
involvement among parents are the two main risks, at
opposite ends of the spectrum, but both indicators of a
confusion between the adults’ roles. The difficulties in
cooperating are also due to insufficient ICT devices and
problems with internet connection at home, with conse-
quent feelings of discouragement, anxiety, or frustration
for not being able, as adults and educators, to support
students adequately. Below are a few quotes collected
from the questionnaire:

With some parents there was a closure that, unfortu-
nately, affected part of the progress that could have
been achieved had there been an effective collabora-
tion. (Class teacher, primary school)

Probably parents help students during remote class
assessments. The evaluation is thus distorted, and it
is very difficult to identify the real gaps and difficul-
ties on which to intervene. Sometimes it seems that
for the family the priority is the diploma and not a
real learning experience. (Support teacher, upper sec-
ondary school)

The students themselves cannot understand what
their strengths and weaknesses are. Why do parents
feel the need to help their children with assessments?
Do they want to reinforce their self-esteem? Why
don’t they believe they can do it themselves? | don’t
know what the reasons are, so | refrain from judging.
(Support teacher, upper secondary school)

However, teachers point out that the forced distance
also revealed the added value of distance education in
terms of improvement of communication and exchanges
between teachers and parents. In primary school, infor-
mal and direct contacts via WhatsApp with parents
increased, in turn boosting and improving confidence,
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mutual listening, and dialogue between families and
teachers. Positive discussions on students’ strengths and
weaknesses unveiled or amplified by distance learning
generated closer relationships and greater collaboration
among the significant adults in students’ lives. In sec-
ondary schools, constructive, frequent, and constant
exchanges are facilitated by effective and immediate
communication. Parents continue to feel the presence of
the teacher in the educational process of their children
even at home:
From the questionnaire:

The constant relationship with the family has allowed
for greater collaboration and, at the same time,
made it possible to reassure the family on their chil-
dren’s learning and development, in this complex
and uncertain moment. (Support teacher, lower sec-
ondary school)

During these turbulent and uncertain times, teachers felt
they acquired a more accurate picture of families’ true liv-
ing conditions, a broader view of students’ daily lives, a
greater awareness of their school difficulties, and better
comprehension of the educational dynamics involved:

As teachers, it was positive to have a better under-
standing of how children are managed at home, what
the different roles of parents are respecting childcare,
the economic and emotional conditions of families,
their core values. (Class teacher, primary school)

With distance learning, families are more in contact
with the challenges that we, as teachers, have to face
every day...and also, they can better understand their
children’s academic difficulties. There is a greater
exchange and greater openness towards teachers,
which continues even now. (Support teacher, pri-
mary school)

If we consider the teacher—student relationship—the
second element examined in the qualitative analysis—
the negative impacts on students with disabilities during
school closure are determined by the worsening of learn-
ing/teaching conditions, the role of home confinement
on vertical and horizontal interactions, and the onset of
new learning and teaching problems.

Especially in primary schools, the lack of many edu-
cational dimensions that were essential in the everyday
school experience (i.e., physical and emotional contacts,
face-to-face interactions, movements, different ways of
communicating, etc.) makes distance learning particu-
larly challenging, with serious effects on the quality of
educational interactions. Contacts characterized by low
levels of empathy and attunement, an excessive level
of auditory and visual attention, and the paucity of
non-verbal communication make interactions very dif-
ficult and perhaps even ineffective: All these negative
aspects reduce opportunities to receive feedback, listen

to students’ needs and emotions, and encourage and
support students. Teachers denounce a “very discourag-
ing regression” in terms of learning loss and an increase
in levels of insecurity among students with disabilities:
The new learning conditions determined a drop in atten-
tion, concentration, and motivation in all students, but
with a larger impact on students with disabilities:

What was lacking was the physical proximity that
allows us to actually carry out the teaching and learn-
ing process, using various materials, be they struc-
tured or not, which can be manipulated and tested,
while receiving immediate feedback, as well as the
possibility of intervening, not just from behind a
screen and not just in words. (Support teacher, pri-
mary school)

[During DAD] the three students with disabilities go in
“stand-by”: They turn off their brains and feel exempt
from participating. During oral interrogations, they
try to read maps, summaries, or notes (albeit badly):
It seems they are not able to do any reasoning. It is
a very discouraging regression. It is as if they are
affected by lethargy: They gawk during the lesson,
they do not follow the explanations and they do not
concentrate at all. (Class teacher, primary school)

In secondary schools, teachers also report the negative
experiences of “talking to the wall,” that is, of ineffective
communication and interaction with students. They also
lose the possibility of constantly monitoring the progress
in learning because they cannot control and revise home-
work and exercises in real-time.

Collecting feedback is harder during synch lessons
than in other kinds of educational activities because
teachers have to simultaneously manage two groups of
students, online and in situ. New educational problems
emerge in this scenario, exacerbated by a significant
reduction in the support and interaction with peers, that
limits the educational inclusion within the group of class-
mates. In terms of learning, furthermore, it becomes
increasingly difficult to differentiate and customize activ-
ities for students with disabilities, mediating and simpli-
fying live lessons in real-time for all students. This list
of problems is even more complex for support teachers
with poor digital competencies:

The difficulty of personalizing learning for students
with disabilities is made apparent. Often, online
lessons feel like one is “talking to the wall,” without
knowing if, on the other side, someone is listening to
you or not. (Class teacher, upper secondary school)

Despite the negative perspectives underlined by these
answers, a list of unexpected positive points also
emerges from the written notes of the questionnaire.
Positive experiences with students with disabilities are
linked to the following aspects: a re-organization of the
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learning space, time, and patterns, in ways that are more
suitable for students with disabilities; a more intense
relationship between support teacher and students, bal-
anced out by more independence on the students’ part
and fostered by a stronger cooperation between curricu-
lar and support teachers; new educational opportunities
opened up by the massive use of ICT.

The situation deriving from school closure is charac-
terized by positive aspects that improve the learning pro-
cess of students with disabilities: Shorter lessons, with
more time for homework and relaxation, as lessons are
more carefully prepared and less improvised, are a better
fit with the learning style of most students with disabili-
ties, which in turn leads to less anxiety and stress linked
to school performance. From a relational perspective,
the teachers from our sample observe an intensification
of their personal relationships with students in order to
develop and monitor their PEI. They report experiencing
supportive and positive connections with their students,
fostering their independence and organizational skills:

The meetings on the Meet [platform], through the
activation of a course dedicated to a small group
of six disabled students, has improved upon the
already well-established relationships in the class-
room. It has favored a collective working-through of
experiences and emotions and fostered exchanges
regarding the proposed work activities. (Support
teacher, primary school)

Some disabled students have acquired more indepen-
dence, especially those who were already able to use
the computer beforehand. (Class teacher, lower sec-
ondary school)

Some pupils participated more actively in synch
online lessons than in face-to-face lessons. (Class
teacher, primary school)

Last but not least, in respondents’ opinions, school clo-
sure is also associated with new opportunities obtained
from the use of ICTs, which proved positive and impor-
tant compensatory tools for inclusive learning. For exam-
ple, audiovisual tools and other inclusive communication
channels between teacher and student promoted a grad-
ual improvement in students’ digital skills:

Students with learning difficulties, who had adopted
compensatory tools before the pandemic, have ben-
efited from the increased use of ICT. Not having
to write manually for some came as a liberation.
Furthermore, engaging with remote oral assessments
has greatly reduced their anxiety. (Support teacher,
upper secondary school)

The following analytical matrix (Table 3) summarizes the
results of the qualitative analysis regarding teachers’
opinions on their experience with students with disabili-
ties during distance learning. Three negative trends and
three positive trends are highlighted in the thematic ana-
lysis, corresponding to many indicators of these trends
described earlier using teachers’ answers (some exam-
ples are recalled and listed in the table).

A multifaceted picture of teachers’ experiences with
students with disabilities during the Covid-19 pandemic
is provided. Among the negative trends, we can high-
light the following: (a) a general worsening of teach-
ing and learning conditions for students with disabili-
ties; (b) a reduction in the quality of both vertical rela-
tionships (with teachers, especially curricular ones) and
horizontal relationships (with classmates); and (c) the
emergence of new teaching and learning problems stem-
ming from the emergency scenario. Among the positive
trends, we can identify, at one and at the same time,
(a) an improvement of some learning conditions, which
has served students with disabilities particularly well,
(b) arenewed commitment among support teachers who

Table 3. Negative and positive trends emerging from teachers’ opinions on their experience with students with disabilities

during Covid-19 (analytical matrix).

Negative trends

Positive trends

1. Worsening of teaching and learning conditions due to
lack of physical and emotional contact, lack of non-verbal
communication, excessive emphasis on listening, etc.

1. Improvement of learning conditions for students with
disabilities due to shorter lessons, more time for

homework and relaxation, an environment that can foster

concentration among students, etc.

2. Worsening of the quality of educational relationships
due to a lack of time for curricular teachers to offer
personal encouragement to students in live lessons,
scarce interaction among classmates, little opportunities
for the practice of inclusion among students, etc.

2. Intensification of supportive relationships “at a
distance,” i.e., supportive, continuous, and intense

relationships between support teacher and student

thanks to inclusive multi-channel communication, etc.

3. Emergence of new teaching and learning problems such

as the difficulty of teaching in a dual mode, difficulty in

differentiating and customizing activities and sync lessons,

increasing lack of concentration and motivation among
students, etc.

3. Development of new educational opportunities and

strategies such as the use of audiovisual tools and other

ICTs as compensatory tools (which empowered

opportunities for learning), the strengthening of individual

relationships to develop each student’s PEI, etc.
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developed very supportive relationships “at a distance,”
and (c) the emergence of new educational opportuni-
ties, mainly linked to the exploitation of the full potential
of ICTs.

6. Retrocession or Improvement in the Inclusion of
Students With Disabilities? Conclusions and
Recommendations

Despite some methodological limitations, the survey
helps us explore the “micro-decisions” that were taken
by individual teachers during the challenging times of
the first wave of Covid and can inspire reflections on
how to improve the role of teachers during a permanent
emergency (much like the one we are currently living at
the time of writing, early 2022) and to better support
school inclusion.

According to our findings, the Italian model of school
inclusion was indeed challenged by the Covid-19 pan-
demic, but it brought about effects that were not as
negative as one might have expected. In particular, the
human resources on which inclusion is based (the combi-
nation of curricular teachers and support teachers), and
on which it has been invested over the past decades,
seem to have played an active role in ensuring the right to
education to students with disabilities and basic school
connection (i.e., maintaining a daily relationship with
support teachers).

Many studies have already emphasized the complex-
ity of situations and the variety of obstacles faced by
students with disabilities during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Our exploratory survey presented here confirms these
problematic findings from the point of view of teachers
in Italy. It recognizes that the pandemic has produced a
general worsening of teaching and learning conditions,
and highlights the difficulties faced by teachers, students,
and parents—many of them related to the challenges of
distance learning as such. Moreover, we can confirm that
three negative impediments can diminish the inclusion
of students with disabilities despite the efforts made by
teachers to engage them in distance learning activities:
the unavailability of adequate spaces and ICT devices
at home; the lack of effective collaboration among par-
ents; and a poor level of communication between teach-
ers and families, which is fundamental in monitoring
the home situation of students and—in cases of spe-
cific impairment and incapacity—to adapt the individual
learning plan to the student’s needs.

Our study, however, also allows us to highlight pos-
itive trends in the educational scenario marked by the
pandemic. Italian teachers were able to take advantage
of ICTs and the new relational conditions produced by dis-
tance learning in unexpected ways. They used them not
only to foster the skills of students with disabilities, but
also to enhance their independence and, unexpectedly,
to listen to families more attentively. These improve-
ments suggest that teachers have maintained their sen-
sitivity towards students with disabilities during distance

education, perhaps even increasing the intensity or fine-
tuning the quality of their presence, with many daily con-
tacts and improved inter-personal interaction.

In our view, the coexistence of negative and positive
trends, of decline and improvement indicators, does not
represent per se a cause for concern. This is because the
main agents of school inclusion (teachers) could perceive
the risk of losing any accrued advantage as a result of the
progressist Italian legislation concerning school inclusion
should they not be able to cope with such a dramatic
and unexpected scenario. This is why they have mobi-
lized every personal and professional resource available
to prevent any decline in students’ inclusion.

But the emerging positive trends, such as the acquisi-
tion of new skills and opportunities generated by the use
of ICTs (for both teachers and students with disabilities),
and the unforeseen improvement in empathy levels, at
least among the most engaged teachers, lead us to con-
clude that it is time to trigger teachers’ reflective think-
ing in order to save (and not waste) these rich learning
experiences and teaching resources.

Serious investments on/for teaching and teachers
must be made, both during the emergency period and
beyond: from training methods on handling the needs
of students with disabilities more effectively to making
more channels for teacher—parent communication avail-
able; from digital skills training to awareness exercises on
digital environments for distance learning, for students
with disabilities in particular. These measures can help,
with immediate and middle-term effects, improve com-
plex school-family relationships, expand on the limited
use of digital instruments by teachers (especially support
teachers), and boost methodological innovation, all of
which problems that have been underlined by previous
research and confirmed also by our study.
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