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Although inclusive education has now been endorsed as the model for current and future schools
in many countries in Europe, there is still heated debate on the usefulness of a co-presence of sup-
port teachers and mainstream teachers to facilitate the teaching-learning process and to sustain
inclusive practices. Indeed, in this complex scenario of reflections the pedagogical community in
Italy is faced with a dilemma on the role of the support teacher within a full-inclusion model. Not-
withstanding the differences between the educational systems, the reflections presented in this
article start from the English experience on this issue, it being the birthplace of the concept of spe-
cial educational needs and is currently reviewing the training and roles of support teachers. The
proposed scenario of a double mission for support teachers presented in this paper stems from
the consideration that currently the only training model rich in methodological and didactic content
in Italy is the one offered to support teachers, equipping them with the competencies necessary
to facilitate an inclusive teaching-learning process by supporting both the mainstream teachers
and the students.
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1. Introduction

As in many other countries, the path towards inclusion in Italy has been charac-
terised by systematic and constant attempts to make choices between alterna-
tives that, very often, neither were favourable to effectively decipher the
complexity for the provision of special needs education. These dilemmas, as Nor-
wich (2008, p. 288) refers to them, continue to emerge as new reforms in edu-
cational policies are proposed, implemented and evaluated. Dyson’s conceptual
meaning of the term dilemma (2001), taken as an alternative stance to analyse
the development of special needs provision in the UK throughout the twenty-
first century, can be adopted to analyse the major choices made between a series
of dichotomies that have led to the current legislative and practical implemen-
tation of inclusive education in Italian schools. 

Reflecting briefly upon the key milestones since the 70s in the evolution of
special education provision in Italy, the first dichotomy between a dual track sys-
tem and mainstreaming, with the latter option prevailing, marked the first
dilemma. As a consequence, the issue on how to enhance diversity within a nor-
malisation context emerged. What soon followed was the dilemma as to whether
the educational model should be based on integration or inclusion, with full in-
clusion being considered the way forward; a choice which was influenced by the
adoption of the conceptual meaning proposed by the Conference of the United
Nations in 2006 and approved in Italy in 2009.

The dilemma arising from this new perspective stimulated the debate on the
meaning of diversity and difference, which has led to question how a balance
could be found between the subjective needs of the students and the objectivity
of the legislation. 

In this complex scenario of reflections it is now required to re-think the roles
and responsibilities of support and mainstream teachers, within which lies yet an-
other contradiction. This is related to the models of initial and in-service teacher
training required for mainstream teachers to acquire the knowledge, skills, atti-
tudes and values needed to be competent in responding to the diverse needs of
all children, including those with disability or special educational needs, or whether
the presence of a support teacher is still required to meet the said needs.

Indeed, a full-inclusion model requires that mainstream teachers manage the
complexity emerging from the heterogeneity in Italian classrooms, where the
number of students with Special Educational Needs (SEN) is increasing rapidly
especially since the issue of the Ministerial Directive (2012) “Intervention tools
for students with Special Educational Needs and the territorial organization for
inclusion in schools”. Under this new definition, students with SEN fall into three
main sub-categories: students with disability, with specific learning difficulties
(SLDs) or developmental disorders and/or having socio-economic, linguistic and
cultural disadvantage. A support teacher is not envisaged for students with SLDs
nor where the special need is not statemented since, as highlighted in the Direc-
tive, each student during his/her school career can temporarily present a special
educational need for different reasons. Hence, mainstream teachers have to be
able to provide full access to learning, by planning differentiated and person-
alised pathways for all children (M.D. December 27th 2012). 
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In this period of transition it is evident that the mainstream teacher has been
left alone with the difficult task of making pedagogical and didactic choices to
meet the pressing demands of providing differentiated and personalised learning
opportunities without sufficient training, in most cases, to manage the hetero-
geneity of the students’ educational needs. It is therefore all the more a ques-
tionable choice that which proposes the gradual abolition of support teachers
in schools, if not to give value and recapitalise their methodological and didactic
competencies and place them at the service of the wider teaching community
in order to achieve truly inclusive contexts.

Notwithstanding the objective differences between the educational policies
and the systems in embracing individual differences, reference is made to the
current debate in England with the aim of re-evaluating the reasons supporting
the significant role support teachers play in mainstream schools. Founding the
argument on the history of teacher training in Italy, the methodological and di-
dactic competencies of support and mainstream teachers is analysed in the third
part of the paper. Based on this analysis, a feasible evolution of the role of the
support teacher through a systemic approach is proposed, postulating that sup-
port teachers should undertake a dual mission that integrates aspects of both
special and inclusive pedagogy and didactics by operating a functional role
through a qualifying action that supports the work of mainstream teachers and
facilitates students’ learning.

2. The situation in England

Although inclusive education has now been endorsed as the model for current and
future schools by many countries in Europe (EADSNE, 2010), there is still heated
debate on the usefulness of a co-presence of support teachers and mainstream
teachers to facilitate the teaching-learning process and to uphold inclusive prac-
tices. The dilemma, in this case, is whether the former are crucial to the success of
inclusion because of the support they offer to learning for students with SEN.

In particular, in Britain, the birthplace of the concept of special educational
needs, the question of the nature and level of support needed for teachers to
cope with the challenge posed by inclusion is seen as “an urgent and perennial
issue” (Armstrong, Barton 2007, p. 5), which requires the active participation of
all organisations and actors involved in the educational process.

This orientation is the result of a gradual process that at first linked the con-
cept of integration to the process of repositioning a child or group of children in
ordinary schools, especially following the publication of the Warnock Report
(1978) and the subsequent Education Act of 1981 which allowed children with
special educational needs to attend mainstream schools while delegating the
task of ensuring special educational provisions to the Local Educational Author-
ities (LEAs).

On an international level the concept of Special Educational Needs has been,
and continues to be, a theoretical construct with different interpretations and
variations, due to the different educational policies and socio-cultural approaches
of the different countries. As for England, the SEN Code of Practice clarifies that
students with special educational needs 



have a significantly greater difficulty in learning than the majority of chil-
dren of the same age; or have a disability which prevents or hinders them
from making use of educational facilities of a kind generally provided for
children of the same age in schools within the area of the local authority
(Special educational needs: code of practice, DfES, 2001, p. 6).

From a pedagogical point of view, the concept of SEN was first theorised in
British scientific literature which, in the sixties, laid the foundations for a recon-
ceptualisation of the needs in educational terms, stressing the necessity to re-
structure school contexts and training courses because of the complexity of the
factors that determine the mental and physical development of each student
(Gulliford, 1960; Gulliford, Upton, 1992).

In the same years the competences required by special teachers were de-
fined, requesting that they promote the maximum development of the potential
and personality of students with special educational needs. Thus, it entrusted
teachers with the responsibility of acquiring deeper knowledge and understand-
ing of the strengths and weaknesses of the child, the level of emotional maturity,
the social and physical effects of their condition and the influence their environ-
ment played on their learning (Gulliford, 1971).

Hence, the view of special education being proposed was no longer condi-
tioned by the medical model of disability, which still guides specialist practice
and is mostly used in special schools, but one that focuses on the educational
needs as a result of the interaction of personal and social factors that require
more complex answers.

At the same time, as a result of the large number of children with SEN in ordi-
nary contexts and the complexity of their educational requirements, the need for
action that offered support to the teaching-learning process emerged. This role
has been delegated to teaching assistants who currently account for a quarter of
the whole school workforce and serve a dual function: on the one hand, raise the
levels of learning for all students, on the other hand, limit the excessive workload
of mainstream teachers (Department for Education and Skills [DfES] 2003).

Therefore, in England the role of the Teaching Assistant (TA) is that of sup-
porting the learning of a student or group of students with SEN so that they can
reach the goals set in their Individual Education Plan (IEP) successfully. This sup-
porting figure, however, takes on different roles within the different educational
institutions that regulate the function autonomously, according to the specific
needs of each individual institution. The TA, in fact, works mainly in supporting
the work of the mainstream teacher through individualised teaching and works
with small groups. However, this figure often supports students even outside the
classroom, intervening where students do not seem to reach the expected levels
of progress and preparing for their specific structured programmes (Webster et
al., 2010). 

Research in the United Kingdom on the effects of this approach has shown
encouraging benefits of the presence of TAs, such as increased levels of learning
and the degree of participation of students with SEN (Alborz et al., 2009; Slavin
et al., 2009), thus advocating for greater recognition and a greater appreciation
of their role (Groom, Rose, 2005) in contrast with the attempt to abolish this sup-
portive figure.
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What seems particularly interesting with regard to the definition of a profile
of the teacher to support the teaching-learning process that may prove effective,
are research results that provide evidence of the effectiveness of activities that
bring about real benefits. These are usually indirect actions, such as the organi-
sation of the classroom setting, the intervention in cases of attitudes and behav-
iour that are negative or off-task, and especially in the development of what are
called “soft skills”, such as self-esteem and motivation, predisposition to learning
and collaboration with others; skills necessary to achieve the educational objec-
tives and the academic success of each student.

On the other hand, other research (in particular the Draft Report on Deploy-
ment and Impact of Support Staff in Schools - DISS) has shown that the effect of
the TAs’ interventions on subjects with SEN when set at a one to one ratio, is
that of detachment from the other peers and from the mainstream teacher, gen-
erating unproductive passive attitudes (Webster et al., 2010).

This prompted the reflection on the importance of the organisation of the
roles and responsibilities of the work of TAs taking into account the dynamics of
classroom management that requires adequate training that includes the up-
grading of methodological skills through intervention programmes in the field.
An example, in this sense, is the Higher Level Teaching Assistant (HLTA) training
that offers TAs the opportunity to develop skills and expertise that will enhance
and increase the level of professionalism. In fact the reason for not fully recog-
nising the role of TAs in English school contexts can be attributed to inadequate
training and not having granted them the same responsibilities of the main-
stream teachers, as is required by Italian law for support teachers.

Despite the fact that the English educational policy is based on a dual track
system and still provides separate training courses for mainstream teachers and
specialised teachers, the need for professionals with adequate methodological
skills and didactic competencies is acknowledged to face the complexity of the
students’ needs and to support the work of mainstream teachers in schools. This
approach endorses a model of integration that promotes the development of
learners, through a co-presence of various professionals who cooperate with the
aim of achieving a common goal.

3. The Italian perspective

As what concerns Italy, the adoption, in the 70s, of an educational system that em-
braced the principles of integration gradually reified the idea of schooling into one
in which the provision of equal educational opportunities to all citizens was possi-
ble. This was endorsed from a legal perspective where the participation to the ed-
ucational project within ordinary school contexts is a right of each and every one.

Therefore, in contrast to the English context, in Italy schools are required to
create the dynamics for integration and, unlike TAs who are assigned to individual
children (Devecchi et al., 2012), the support teacher is required to build differ-
entiated and personalised plans and to provide support to the class; a role that
in England is assigned to the Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO).

Hence, a reflection on the role of the support teacher in Italian schools re-
quires a preliminary analysis of the specificity of the legislative development and



the evolution of initial and in-service teacher training that has led to the current
situation in which it is possible to identify the relationships and interactions that
are not always in line with the school goals and with the emerging needs of both
learners and teachers. Therefore, it could be useful to analyse some aspects that,
by their nature and functions, are relevant in describing the current scenario of
the Italian educational system in which the support teacher works. 

– The roles and responsibilities traceable in the Italian Constitution and Law 517
of 1977 on the right to education and integration

The right to education of each and every one, recognised as a constitutional prin-
ciple, found its full identity within educational policy in 1977 with Law 517, which
foresaw the integration of students with disability. The law which provided stu-
dents with disability the access to common classes, also helped to establish the
need to build a school tailored on personal students’ needs, recognising diversity
as a value on which to effectively organise the educational provision and model
didactic action. In particular, the law called for the emergence of new needs in
the Italian educational system, whose resolution is still necessary for carrying
out the integrative functions that ensure other forms of educational support, in-
dispensable to the attainment of educational success, to students with disability
and to all those who need them. 

By establishing the need for a presence in the school of a specialised teacher
for providing support to the class, Law 517/77 did not fulfil the rights to study
and learning of disabled students only with the presence of the support teacher,
but extended the responsibilities of the integration process to the entire group
of teachers. Indeed, this Law set the basis for a harmonious integration of the
specific competences of the support teacher and the didactic competences of
the other teachers through the principle of the didactic co-responsibility of all
teachers, who were to ensure that every student had the possibility to express
his/her potential. In this sense, every teacher was required to face the complexity
of the teaching-learning process by acquiring adequate didactic competences.
The subsequent Law n. 270/82, defined the role of the support teacher in terms
of support to the class and not to the disabled student and started a gradual
change of the training procedures always more oriented to the acquisition of di-
dactic, methodological and relational skills, supported by the awareness of di-
versity of the educational needs and the knowledge of the disabled student. 

As a consequence, such laws were supposed to trigger a redefinition of
teacher training, by soliciting new laws that could guarantee a form of teacher
training able to promote processes of personalisation of educational interven-
tions to promote integration. Yet, the two decades following the application of
the law did not correspond to an evolution of the system, neither of initial nor
of in-service teacher training. Law 104 of 1992, while establishing a systemic
form of integration, did not provide any form of adaptation of teachers’ didactic
competences which were necessary to understand the function of the reticular
educational activities for supporting disability. The issue of the acquisition of di-
dactic competences was implicitly solicited only recently in the law on school
autonomy, introduced in 1997 and has been experimented in school contexts
since 1999.
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– The heterogeneity of teacher training and of the mechanisms for accessing the
teaching profession 

Over the past three decades the Italian school system has been characterised by
a variety of models of teacher training and recruitment. The differences were
related both to the qualifications for accessing teacher training and those nec-
essary for the teaching profession.

Since 1982, Law 270 stipulated that to teach, prospective teachers had to
pass a national entry exam that was based on the accreditation of qualifications
and of tests which were essentially of a disciplinary nature. This method of re-
cruitment did not provide any training experience aimed at acquiring the skills
that needed to be assessed and evaluated in the exam. Hence, it was a mere re-
cruitment procedure which prospective candidates could access on the basis of
these criteria: 

– for kindergarten and primary school: candidates having a secondary school
diploma from the Teacher Training Institute, lasting four years, which in its
curriculum included some subjects on education sciences such as pedagogy
and psychology;

– for lower and upper secondary school: candidates who had a university de-
gree in the subject;

– to be taught and without any specific professional teacher training. 

At this stage the basic and specific didactic and pedagogic competences, nec-
essary for the personalisation of didactic interventions, didn’t seem to appear
relevant in teacher training and recruitment. Also, support teacher training re-
flected a similar heterogeneity, providing:

– monovalent courses, which offered specific knowledge about one of the
three categories of disabilities (mental and physical, auditory or visual);

– polyvalent courses (valid for all three types of handicap) held by accredited
organisations and recognised by the Ministry of Education and/or offices of
the Ministry;

– courses divided in areas, held at Universities in collaboration with accredited
entities.

This type of training has gradually reduced the clinical content in courses, giv-
ing more importance to the didactic training and shaping the profile of the sup-
port teacher to make the teaching-learning process of disabled students more
effective, within the perspective of integration. 

In the 90s, various legislative measures were implemented, including Law n.
341 of 1990 “Reform of university teaching” that led to the establishment of a
graduate programme for primary school teachers and Post-Graduate Courses for
Secondary School Teaching (SSIS) and the Ministerial Decree 153 of 1998, entitled
“Criteria for the activation of the degree courses in primary education and Post-
graduate Courses for teaching in secondary schools” which established: 

– the structure of SSIS that linked disciplinary competencies to the knowledge
of education sciences, introducing innovative workshops and internships de-



signed to integrate theoretical knowledge and operational skills, making the
future teacher an active agent of his career;

– the activities of the degree course in Primary Education – the first academic
year 1998-1999, was a significant turning point to the training of teachers of
kindergarten and elementary school. It is important to remember that until
then, the training of teachers of kindergarten and elementary school were,
respectively, a three-year and a four-year course, both at upper secondary
school level.

The new degree course was a four year-course. The first two years were
common for both the training of elementary school teachers as well as kinder-
garten teachers, whereas the last two years students had to choose their field
of specialisation at the end of the second year of the course. Central in the de-
gree programme was the integration of knowledge of education sciences with
the teaching activities aimed at the acquisition of skills and competencies in
relation to the disciplinary foundations and operational capabilities in various
disciplines. 

At this stage, the training of support teachers envisaged courses of a dura-
tion of 400 hours and 800 which were based on the idea to move away from
the specialist approach and move towards an idea of a teacher who is a
methodologist who will have acquired the competencies necessary to provide
support in class. 

The Ministerial Decree of 1998, which stipulated the establishment of this
Degree Course, did not recognise the degree as enough for obtaining a teacher’s
warrant, a recognition which came only in 2003. Recently, the graduate pro-
gramme has increased the number of years from four to five, getting in line with
the total duration of the other university first and second Degree and Master’s
courses while maintaining a single-cycle program. The SSIS were replaced by a
one-year post-graduate teacher training course (TFA) from the academic year
2011-2012 (but in fact from 2012 to 2013).

In 2011, even in the case of specialisation courses for support teachers, the
scenario changed and the universities were asked to take over the full responsi-
bility of this training without having other entities involved. To activate such
courses it is now necessary to have the presence of a Full Professor in Special Di-
dactics and Pedagogy. The 1-year (60ECTS) course is composed of 150 hours of Di-
dactics and Special Pedagogy, 180 hours of laboratory work and 150 hours of
indirect stage/apprenticeship which includes Information and Communication
Technology. 

Apart from these courses, it must be highlighted that during these years, new
training paths to obtain teachers’ warrants were also organised to offer supply
teachers with years of experience the opportunity to obtain a teachers’ warrant
in order to counteract the different forms of precariousness which have always
characterised the school system. These paths, whose prerequisite for access was
the teachers’ years of experience, were organised by the Peripheral Offices of
the Italian Ministry and by universities and included 18 credits for didactic and
pedagogic activities, with at least 6 credits for the area of Didactics and Special
Pedagogy.
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– The complexity deriving from the co-existence in the school of different
teacher profiles deriving from different training models

As a result of these reforms in teacher training, the presence of a heterogeneity
of teachers’ competences in Italian schools is one of the most complex elements,
as it puts together teachers with different and dystonic training paths. 

In kindergarten, teachers’ educational backgrounds vary from those having
a high-school diploma to others having a degree, others who accessed in-service
training on the basis of their school experience while others were recruited after
passing national entry examinations. In high schools, the situation is fairly similar
having teachers with four-year degrees in the subject taught, others having fol-
lowed a teachers’ specialisation course or have been recruited after following
the SISS, the TFA or other training paths offered to obtain teachers’ warrants.

As for the support teachers, teachers with different qualifications take on the
same roles, whether they have followed non-university or university biennial
training; training programmes which are different in their content, methods and
duration, but still provide a more solid methodological and didactic framework
than the training of mainstream teachers. 

In conclusion, in Italian school contexts there are different types of profes-
sional figures trained and recruited by means of different modalities, without
envisaging the uniformity of the competences that are necessary to face the chal-
lenges of the ministerial programmes and guidelines over time, often disregard-
ing the principles of the law on school autonomy which tend to a widespread
teachers’ didactic competence to implement the principles of integration and
inclusion.

– The identification of “funzioni strumentali”1 to support didactics 

Following the approval of Law n. 59 of 15th March 1997, which proposed a re-
organisation of the entire Italian educational system, in the National Collective
Agreement of 26th May and in the CCNI of 31st August 1999 functional figures
were identified to support curriculum development, to contribute to school au-
tonomy and to enhance the participation and add value to the professionalism
of teachers, through the conferral of four instrumental roles. These roles have
become a sort of technical tool aimed at enhancing internal school resources in
order to accompany the testing phase of school autonomy, whose real applica-
tion is still underway. The Ministerial Circular of August 28th, 2000 highlighted
the need to confirm these four areas of intervention considered mandatory:

– organisation of the school curriculum;
– support to teachers’ work;
– interventions and services for students;

1 The Italian locution “funzioni strumentali” indicates teachers who collaborate with the Head
teacher of a school to organise, monitor and assess curriculum development. Each teacher with
this role has to coordinate, manage and develop all the activities and the projects related to
his/her area of intervention. The teachers’ council and the Head teacher choose these teachers
on the basis of their competences, professional experiences and interpersonal skills.



– planning and implementation of educational projects with external entities
and institutions. 

It seems clear from this approach that the support to teachers’ work is one
of the emergencies highlighted by Italian law, although in the proposed strategy
a generic macro action can be traced. Despite the recognition of the need to set
up a supporting system to didactics in schools, the resolution of the complexity
emerging from the teaching-learning process is still the responsibility of the sin-
gle teacher, who has to make use of effective teaching strategies that ensure
school achievement of all learners. 

4. Re-thinking the role of support teachers: a system of
functions with a double mission 

The current emerging scenario is one which suggests a new setup for initial
teacher training that is more focused on didactic-pedagogical disciplines and pro-
poses in-service teacher training in line with the perspective of full inclusion and
the Profile of Inclusive Teachers suggested by the European Agency for Special
Needs and Inclusive Education (2012). In Italy, the shift was fostered by some
laws which, between 2010 and 2012, led to a deeper reflection on the teacher’s
role, redefining his/her own professional profile. These laws put in evidence the
need for a shared responsibility of all teachers on inclusion and, therefore, on
the implementation of educational activities for all students, including those with
disabilities or special educational needs. In this sense, the acquisition of educa-
tional and didactic competences aiming at eliminating barriers to learning for all
pupils is required, involving all teachers in different educational actions that are
geared to foster collegiality and co-responsibility to sustain full inclusion.

In particular, Law 08/10/2010, n. 170 – New norms on Specific Learning Dif-
ficulties in schools and the related Appendices of the Ministerial Decree of
12/07/2011 “Guidelines for the right to education of pupils and students with
Specific learning Difficulties” highlight the need for teachers to reacquire the ed-
ucational-didactic competencies also for SLD, where the displacement of the
focus in clinical settings had instead increasingly led to delegate its functions to
specialists outside of the teaching profession or remodel its activities on the
model of specialised interventions, based on the awareness of the complexity
of the problem and its neurobiological implications” (Guidelines, 2011, p. 9).
With this aim, starting from the academic year 2011/2012, the Ministry of Edu-
cation, through a Memorandum of Understanding with all the Faculties of Edu-
cation, has promoted advanced training through the implementation of
professional development courses and post-graduate courses in “Didactics and
educational psychology for Specific Learning Difficulties”, aimed at heads of
school and teachers teaching in any level. The Ministerial Directive of 27th De-
cember 2012, “Intervention tools for pupils with special educational needs and
the territorial organisation for school inclusion”, makes reference to a training
offer activated in 2012/2013 on specific emerging themes in the field of disabil-
ity: courses/post-graduate courses dedicated to didactics and educational psy-
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chology for children with autism, ADHD, intellectual disabilities, for inclusive psy-
chomotor education and for sensory disabilities. 

The achievement of these training goals shouldn’t be considered as paving
the way to provide an alternative to the presence of support teachers but as an
effective way to share meanings, goals and objectives with mainstream teachers
and, rather, lead the way to a cooperative approach in planning educational ac-
tivities for students. This approach, in a school system as the Italian one, repre-
sents a promising way to make the coexistence between support and mainstream
teachers possible, where the former are asked to implement more specific edu-
cational interventions and the latter cover a more general function. This process,
although initiated, takes a very long time to meet the expectations of an inclusive
approach and does not imply a possible abolition of such a crucial figure as the
support teacher to the class.

At a time of transition, as the one being experienced in Italy, it may be worth-
while that the support teacher takes on a second mission: to support the inclu-
sive didactic approaches of his/her colleagues, becoming a mediator and
promoter of learning, co-planning, sharing educational paths, and supporting
the work of mainstream teachers.

Therefore, to envisage change, support teachers, who are now considered
to have a marginal role with regards to the support offered to students with Spe-
cial Educational Needs, may provide suggestions regarding methodological ap-
proaches and guide the choice of methods and tools to be used in co-teaching
experiences that encourage collaboration among professionals with a hetero-
geneity of training and academic backgrounds to meet the diverse educational
needs in each classroom setting. 

As a result, this new mission for support teachers calls for the acquisition of
new competencies that over the years have been considered by the Ministry of
Education and the educational scientific community:

– collegiality, resulting in the ability of teachers to share the same language,
methods, strategies and actions which are essential for an effective cooper-
ation, in terms of teaching, necessary to translate into practice the Ministerial
Guidelines;

– co-responsibility, which is the awareness that each teacher takes on the same
responsibilities of others in teaching to students with disabilities and with
special educational needs;

– the right and the duty to in-service teacher training and refresher courses,
which reflects the need to ensure adequate initial competences for teachers
as well as supporting their work. Training is configured both as a right for
teachers and as an ethical and professional duty of teachers that corresponds
to the need to build appropriate skills to face the complexity of the educa-
tional system and the special needs of learners;

– the systemic dimension of the role of teachers and didactics. In fact, school
autonomy and the consequent and continuous demands of education, arising
from the social context and from the Ministry Guidelines, highlight the sys-
temic dimension of the role of teachers and didactics, with particular refer-
ence to inclusive actions. For inclusive education to be effective, taken from
a complex and systemic perception, requires coaching and supporting activ-



ities to the work of teachers, preceded and accompanied by moments of in-
formation, training and refresher courses that require constant maintenance
of each teacher’s didactic skills.

Conclusion

The proposal in this paper stems from the consideration that currently the only
training model that is rich in methodological and didactic content in Italy is the
one offered to support teachers, who have been required to constantly navigate
in the rough seas of complexity characterising the teaching-learning process in
a continuously-evolving educational reform. By contrast, the initial teacher-train-
ing model proposed for mainstream teachers disregarded the training needs con-
cerning the didactic skills required for effective teaching, since it did not provide
adequate training with a system of teaching methods based on knowledge of
general pedagogy and didactics and special education. 

The support teacher, in supporting the classroom, is now called upon to pre-
pare and share with other teachers, subjective and collective educational actions
able to meet the learning needs of students. The English experience of teaching
assistants and its outcomes, contextualised within the diversity and specificity
of the Italian school system seems to offer interesting suggestions and specific
opportunities to reposition the figure and function of the support teacher. In this
sense, following the approach already mapped out by the identification of the
“funzioni strumentali” to support didactics, the support teacher could represent
the node of a school network to support mainstream teachers in the field of gen-
eral, special and inclusive didactics, coordinated by the teacher in charge of the
“funzione strumentale” on a school level. 

Hence, a double mission for the support teacher: providing support to
mainstream teachers as well as the students, taking on a pivotal role that, on
a classroom level, covers the “funzioni strumentali” identified. Naturally, the
didactic needs arising from this second mission require a specific training pro-
gramme to be implemented at university level and should be able to system-
atically organise the fundamental didactic competencies and the specialised
ones of support teachers, harmonised with the experience gained in the field.
In this perspective, the role of the support teacher is emancipated from a mere
role of care to a qualified form of support that can guarantee the quality of
teaching and the real possibility of inclusion in the presence of special educa-
tional needs.

In this sense, awaiting the full implementation of the latest reform on
teacher training in 2011 as a way of implementing teaching and methodological
skills needed to ensure inclusive processes in Italian schools, support teachers
would take a leading role able to restore the too often denied dignity of the
profession.
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