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SIONALISM AND AVOID THE MEDICALI-
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Bringing education back to school is both an epistemological and a pro-
fessional issue. Following a theoretical framework, this paper presents 
the results of an action research involving primary school teachers, par-
ents and a neuropsychiatrist. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The pivotal role of teachers in providing equitable and quality education for all 
with significant impact on society has long been internationally acknowledged 
(Mincu, 2015; Sahlberg & Boce, 2010). Teacher professionalism is essential to 
the strength of school systems, concerning educational policies, institutional 
practices and daily school life (Tatto, 2021). Therefore, investing in teachers 
through initial and in-service education, career development and enhanced 
social and economic recognition is a key issue. This paper explores the 
challenges of the teaching profession, with a focus on the Italian context. 
The Italian school system is facing several structural challenges. Low public 
spending on education (OEDC, 2024) leads to various territorial differences: all-
day education is widespread in northern Italy, while in the south it often remains 
below 10%; many school buildings need maintenance. In addition, the 
increasing adherence to neoliberal logic exacerbates inequalities between 
schools and students (Baldacci, 2022). Thus, teachers are losing their social 
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relevance due to a lack of investment and a public discourse that denounces 
the inefficiency of education as a great equaliser (Gremigni, 2012). 
Bringing education back to school is a matter of strengthening the school 
system and reaffirming the social role of teachers (Ferrero & Granata, 2024). 
This paper explores the importance of prioritizing teacher professionalism in 
planning the inclusion of students with special educational needs, in order to 
counteract trends of medicalization and the delegation. 

1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Bringing education back to school involves both the relationship between 
disciplines and the dialogue between professionals. It is essential to refocus on 
the educational perspective, both epistemologically and professionally. 

1.1. In Dialogue, but on an equal footing! 

The complexity of educational phenomena makes a single-disciplinary 
approach inadequate (Morin, 1999). Fragmented knowledge fails to capture the 
multiple factors influencing students’ educational paths, the school culture and 
organization. Furthermore, interdisciplinary dialogue is authentic only if there 
are no hierarchical relationships between disciplines (Bertolini, 2005; Granata, 
2018). 
Education often takes a subordinate role (Moscato, 2012): when it moves into 
other fields, it can lose its specific insight on the student’s growth path. As far 
as school and special educational needs are concerned, the attention is no 
longer on the student and their approach to learning, but on what is perceived 
as a deviation from the idea of norms, on codes and diagnoses (Gambacorti-
Passerini, 2016; Gaspari, 2016). As a result, the focus shifts from students’ 
strengths to their difficulties, diminishing the view of the person in favor of 
aspects like certification, deficits and distance from the norm. 
In the school context, education is the key disciplinary lens to understand the 
various dynamics that arise. Its dual nature, both reflective and practical 
(Chiosso, 2018), should be more strongly emphasized both at the epistemic 
level and in dialogue with other disciplines. The educational perspective helps 
to maintain the connection between instruction and education (Biesta, 2012) 
ensuring that the school experience is aimed at the holistic growth of the person. 
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1.2. Interprofessional Collaboration for Special Educational Needs 

The ancillarity of education as a disciplinary lens is reflected in the position of 
the teacher professionalism in the interprofessional dialogue on the inclusion of 
students with special educational needs. Therefore, it is necessary to affirm the 
specific professional competence of teachers (Arsena, 2024) in developing 
pedagogical responses to students’ needs. In fact, neuropsychiatrists, 
psychologists, speech therapists and social workers are considered more 
entitled to provide operational and planning guidelines for schooling, relegating 
teachers to a purely executive role, which is detrimental to their professional 
self and, above all, dangerous for the quality of students’ experience. 
Medical professionals have a fundamental role in the diagnostic process: the 
information provided by teachers is certainly useful, but must be supplemented 
by particular procedures and tools. Likewise, they must respect the 
competences of teachers, who can respond to the specific needs of each 
student with pedagogical means (De Anna, 2022). Teachers themselves must 
defend and strengthen their role as designers of students’ educational paths, 
without ceding this responsibility to others (Martinelli, 2015): otherwise, the 
danger is to delegate pedagogical planning to professionals who are careful to 
provide technical and “special” answers and who do not prioritise the 
collaborative dimension of learning processes and school life. 
There is a need to rediscover teaching (Biesta, 2017) in order to design inclusive 
processes from an educational perspective. If the interprofessional dialogue 
only marginally considers this point of view, the need for change for the whole 
context is ignored (Ainscow, 2020). In fact, student empowerment does not take 
place through their adaptation to the educational offer with individualised 
teaching methods, but through personalization processes in which the 
classroom is seen as a learning community to which everyone makes their own 
contribution (Ianes & Demo, 2023). Ultimately, bringing education back to 
school means moving away from the logic of the standard and the average 
student and not delegating pedagogical and didactic decisions to other 
professionals (Bellantoni & Lombardi, 2020). 

2. THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

Our research aims to understand how the medicalization of schooling can be 
avoided by reaffirming teaching professionalism. We want to answer the 
following research questions: 
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• what are the consequences of the ancillary educational perspective on 
schooling? 

• how can the inclusion of special educational needs be addressed by 
purely pedagogical means without medicalization and delegation? 

• how can teacher professionalism be brought back into focus? 

2.1. Methods and Tools 

We used a qualitative approach (Luttrell, 2010). An action research was 
conducted: the primary school teachers were the main actors; the path with 
them was triangulated with the voice of parents and a neuropsychiatrist. 
Five low structured focus groups (Morgan, 2013) were conducted with the 
teachers in order to explore their ideas on the research topic and design 
pedagogical strategies related to special needs. Narrative interviews (Gubrium 
et al., 2012) were conducted with the parents and the neuropsychiatrist about 
their perspectives on the theme. 

2.2. Participants 

9 teachers of three first classes of a primary school in Lombardy (Northen Italy) 
took part to the research. Furthermore, 2 parents and 1 neuropsychiatrist were 
involved. 

2.3. Data Analysis 

The data collected were thematically analysised (Braun & Clarke, 2021). After 
having familiarized with the participants’ dialogic interactions, we code them by 
drawing out the relevant discursive segments in relation to the research 
questions; then, themes are constructed and defined to summarize the different 
codes into a central and organizing concept that is declined in different 
nuances. 

3. RESULTS 

Some significant excerpts from the interviews with the parents and the 
neuropsychiatrist are offered. Instead, data collected from the path with 
teachers are presented from these thematic strands: 

• importance of being a diverse but close-knit team; 
• teacher habitus; 
• classroom as a space for dialogue; 
• beyond the traditional schooling; 
• enhancing hidden capabilities. 
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The names used are pseudonyms. 

3.1. The Parents 

The first parent interviewed explains exactly how school culture and 
organisation can negatively affect the students’ well-being. Specifically, a 
school transfer produced problems that have never occurred before and the 
uncritical categorization of the pupil into the special educational needs 
category by the teachers. 

Vicky is a sociable and lively child. She faced major changes after we moved 
this year. 
In her previous school, teachers appreciated her intelligence and empathy 
for classmates with disabilities. However, new teachers see her behavior as 
oppositive, noting her refusal to write in cursive and difficulty completing as-
signments. 
They recommended screening for dyslexia, dyscalculia and ADHD; they in-
terpreted her sensitivity to classmates with disabilities as “difficulty in relat-
ing to normal classmates”. 
As parents, we feel confused and ignored by the teachers. 
Lucia, Vicky’s mother 

The second parent interviewed also points out how schools can extinguish 
students’ motivation to learn and invoke the category of special educational 
needs if results are unsatisfactory. Furthermore, in this case, bilingualism is 
considered not as a resource but as an obstacle to learning. 

Pablo is a Spanish-Italian child. He has always preferred solitary play and 
has a strong interest in science and nature. 
Despite his intelligence, he struggles in primary school due to traditional 
teaching methods and limited outdoor activities. While thriving in his inter-
ests, he dislikes group work. 
Teachers suspected autism or ADHD and requested a screening, which 
came back negative. They also suggested exempting Pablo from activities 
he resists. 
Julia, Pablo’s mother 

3.2. The Neuropsychiatrist 

The neuropsychiatrist interviewed points out that teachers too often seek 
external advice without questioning how they can respond to students’ 
difficulties with their professional skills. This approach leads to an 
overburdening of healthcare facilities and a medicalization of learning paths.  
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Teachers must carefully consider whether to refer students to neuropsychi-
atry. 
Many foreign children are screened for potential learning disorders based on 
teachers’ reports. While such diagnoses may sometimes be valid, it’s also 
reasonable to consider that these difficulties might stem from the natural 
process of learning written Italian, which requires time. 
Marco, neuropsychiatrist 

3.3. The Teachers 

Firstly, teachers emphasise the need to be a cohesive team. The diversity of 
skills and visions is seen as a value. 

We are a team with different ages and skills. We get along well: everyone 
plays their part and the children benefit too. 
Carla 
 
A good climate is not created from one day to the next, you must work at it.... 
Both among adults and with children. 
Marta 

Secondly, the focus is on the teacher habitus, especially to deal with those 
cases where students approach learning with anxiety and fear. 

We must communicate that even the teacher can make mistakes. 
Mattia 
 
Many children have performance anxiety: you must work on this! 
Barbara 
 
Anxiety belongs to the teachers too: certifications also depend on taking 
away the anxiety of getting all pupils to achieve the same goals. 
Carla 

Thirdly, the ideas about the classroom are crucial: it is not an aseptic space, but 
a pedagogical environment that must be designed with regard to relational 
climate. 

We take 10 minutes every morning to tell each other how we feel. It is im-
portant to create a peaceful atmosphere. 
Anna 
 
We create a class museum with our school memories. 
Barbara 
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We have five minutes (which often become much more than five) in which 
we tell each other what is on our minds... 
Maria Grazia 

It becomes clear that the school time, space and organisation must be renewed. 
When students have difficulties, the solution cannot be to immediately refer to 
the category of special educational needs: this would entail the risk of labelling 
and medicalization. 

The classes divided by age are very rigid: sometimes more flexibility is 
needed... Mixing the ages would help many children to learn better. 
Anna 
 
We should create a toolbox that everyone can use if they need it and inde-
pendently. 
Giulia 
 
Not all students learn in the same way. Some need more attention and dif-
ferent teaching methods. I need to incorporate different approaches to 
teaching. 
Carla 

Finally, teachers emphasise the need to focus not only on knowledge and 
abilities related to school subjects. Every student has skills and talents that 
must be fully recognised. 

The notebook does not tell all the students’ abilities. We strive to find them, 
but it is difficult to communicate this approach to families. 
Anna 
 
We carry out activities that bring out other skills than the typical school 
ones... Tending a plant, contributing to the local area... The best skills 
emerge when students work together! 
Giulia 

4. DISCUSSION 

The results of our study show that the dynamics of delegation and 
medicalization as well as the devaluation of teacher professionalism are still 
present in the Italian school system. Regarding the second area, teachers 
themselves prefer to turn to other professions to respond to challenges that are 
primarily pedagogical in nature. 
In addition to addressing the structural deficits of the school system at a 
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political level, we must move away from the belief that certain learning styles or 
intelligences are more valuable than others. Every student possesses unique 
skills and talents that deserve to be nurtured, even if they are wrongly deemed 
irrelevant for school. Cultivating students’ well-being requires a pedagogy that 
places them at the centre, without a false understanding of norm or standard. 
Thus, it is important not to prematurely label momentary school difficulties as 
permanent special educational needs. Conversely, we must question the 
traditional understanding of the educational experience. School times and 
spaces must be adapted to the needs of students by finding new organisational 
solutions, in order to create the conditions for better learning for all. 

CONCLUSION  

Our paper focused on the Italian school system, but our reflections may also be 
useful for other contexts with similar characteristics and problems. In fact, 
improving teacher professionalism is a central theme in the international 
debate. 
Bringing education back to school is an ethical, epistemic and professional 
issue. Adopting this perspective means putting learners at the centre of 
teaching, abandoning an adult-oriented logic and understanding 
personalization as a classroom-based approach, without separate and multi-
level paths. By imagining new ways of schooling, students’ hidden talents and 
skills can be valued. 
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