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Abstract

The quality of school inclusion could be considered as a crucial feature for children
and adolescents, especially for those with developmental disabilities.

Starting from the QU!S-S model that focuses on the quality of school inclusion in a
multidimensional perspective, this systematic review has the main aim to examine
the key elements of the quality of school inclusion.

According to PRISMA guidelines, a systematic search strategy was adopted. First,
7134 records were identified through database searching; then, the title-abstract
screening led to the identification of 742 potentially relevant studies and, finally,
after the full-text screening, 23 studies were included.

Outcomes show some key elements of the quality of school inclusion such as the
presence of effective responses to individual needs, the tendency to adapt teaching
strategies to different situations, and the cooperation inside and outside the school.
These key elements can have positive effects on the general quality of life of
students, especially for those with developmental disabilities.

Furthermore, findings highlight that only a few studies considered the quality of
school inclusion following a multidimensional approach.

This systematic review can offer readers insights into good policies and practices to
adopt in the school setting to promote school inclusion, and well-being for students,
especially those with developmental disabilities.
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1. Introduction

The aim of this contribution is to analyze research published between
2013 and 2023, focused on the quality of school inclusion, considered as a
multidimensional construct. To achieve this objective, we rely on the five
dimensions model proposed by the Quality Scale of Inclusive School
Development-Short Form by Heimlich et al. (2018).

Several authors have highlighted how, despite the international trend
towards the creation of inclusive educational settings present for many
decades (Lindner & Schwab, 2020), there are still many differences between
different countries and contexts in overcoming barriers that prevent effective
and equitable education for all children (Ainscow, 2020). Furthermore, the
very meaning of school inclusion is not univocal, and many meanings of the
term are present both in the applied and theoretical fields. Consequently, as
Florian pointed out in 2014 (p. 286), a clear working definition of school
inclusion is needed “to capture evidence of inclusive education in action”.

A number of reviews have been published over time about specific
aspects of school inclusion. They concern teachers’ attitudes (De Boer et al.,
2011; Ewing et al., 2018; Perez et al., 2021; Lindner et al., 2023); role of
peers (de Boer et al, 2012; Woodgate et al., 2019); interventions
implemented in inclusive classrooms (Hagiwara et al., 2019); factors
influencing school inclusion of specific populations as attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (Olsson, 2022) or autism spectrum disorders (Bayley
and Baker, 2020) but all these reviews consider only one aspect of the
multidimensionality of the school inclusion construct.

On the other hand, only a limited number of reviews have addressed the
multidimensional nature of the process in order to analyze a broad range of
indicators and outcomes of school inclusion.

In 2014, Loreman and colleagues presented a review of the international
literature aimed at taking stock of current indicators of school inclusion
emerging from the literature. Taking into account the macro, meso and micro
levels, they analyzed several indicators pertaining to different phases of
inclusion: input, that is provisions by the system to achieve an inclusive
education; process, that is practices and concrete ways of working in schools
and classrooms; outcome, that is achieved results at many levels (learning
achievements, satisfaction ...).

Lindner and Schwab (2020), in their systematic review of papers
published from 2008 to 2018 regarding teachers’ practices and their
characteristics in terms of differentiation and individualization, identified
five useful areas for dismantling barriers and promoting an inclusive school
climate: instructional practice, organizational practice; social/emotional/
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behavioral practice; collaboration and teamwork; determining students’
progress.

Ainscow (2020), starting from a historical and contextual analysis of
provisions, agreements, concepts, and policies that have promoted
educational inclusion in the world, proposed a theoretical framework useful
to promote inclusion and equity in educational contexts.

First of all, the model considers central the ability of the school system to
evolve and change in order to support the participation and learning of all
students. In turn, this capacity is influenced by several contextual factors: the
extent to which educational policy is informed and guided by principles of
inclusion and equity; the ability to collect evidence on the impact of the
education system in terms of presence, participation and performance of all
students, especially those at greatest risk of marginalization; the involvement
of the entire community (parents, teachers and other professionals;
administrators, researchers...) in promoting inclusive and equitable
education; finally, the role of national and local administrators in removing
barriers and promoting cultural changes towards the application of universal
principles of inclusion and equity.

Although the scientific contribution of these systematic reviews is
considerable and indicate that the construction of school inclusion is
multidimensional, these reviews do not reveal the relationships that exist
between various dimensions and do not indicate possible gaps in the
literature.

The theoretical model which guided this systematic review is the QU!S-
S model. The QU!S-S model originates from the Quality Scale of Inclusive
School developed in Germany by Heimlich et al. (2018), then translated and
adapted in English in its short form (Schurig et al., 2020), and recently
published in its Italian adaptation (Zanobini et al., 2024). The scale
represents a self-report tool aimed at teachers and requires them to respond
keeping in mind the actual reality of their school. This involves sticking to
the concrete implementation of the inclusion process in its various aspects.

Moreover, the model presents characteristics in line with the current
perspective on the quality of school inclusion: it refers to a plurality of
dimensions and takes into account, as advocated by Ainscow, indicators
relating to individuals, schools, external services and the whole community.
In this direction, it proposes an ecological model and systematically moves
from the individual level, focusing on students’ needs and teachers’
responses, to cooperation between the actors of the process, and finally to
the macro levels of school policies and the involvement of the entire
community (Zanobini et al., 2024).
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The first level concerns the ways in which the school takes into account
the needs of all students through the instruments dedicated to planning and
monitoring the educational project; the second level is centered on teaching
and its adaptation to the abilities and characteristics of all students; the third
concerns the crucial dimension of cooperation within the teaching team; at
the fourth level we find the analysis of school policies and the participation
of all school components in the process; finally, the involvement of families
and a variety of stakeholders and external support services is considered.

Understanding how and if literature has saturated all levels of the QU!S-
S model would not only offer practical insights to improve the quality of
school inclusion, but it would also allow to understand the gaps in the
literature in order to broaden knowledge about the topic.

Starting from these premises, this systematic review aims to highlight the
indicators of the quality of school inclusion investigated in psychological and
educational research of the last ten years, and to analyze in depth those
relating to the QU!S-S model. Specifically, the paper focused on the
following questions:

e RQI How does the school take into account the needs of all students?

e RQ2 Which are the factors that make teaching inclusive?

e RQ3 How do relationships among various school actors promote the
quality of school inclusion?

e RQ4 How do school concept and life promote school inclusion?

e RQ5 How do external support and communal networking impact on the
quality of school inclusion?

2. Method

A systematic search strategy was used to identify relevant studies,
following the PRISMA statement (Page et al., 2021). Figure 1 shows a flow
diagram illustrating the search process and the identification of included
studies.

2.1. First phase: literature search

The literature search was conducted in May 2023, including the following
databases: Scopus, PubMed, and PsycINFO.

We designed a general query to encompass all levels of the QU!S-S
model, using the keywords: “School” AND (“quality of inclusion” OR
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inclusion) AND (“special need*” OR disability OR “developmental
disorder”) AND (“student*” OR teach*).

For the first level, the query used was: “School” AND “inclusion” AND
(“special need*” OR disability OR “developmental disorder”) AND
(“individual characteristic*” OR “individual need*””) AND “student*”. For
the second level, the query was: School AND inclusion AND (“special
need*” OR disability OR “developmental disorder”) AND “inclusive
teaching” AND student®* AND teacher*. The third level query was: school
AND inclusion AND (“special need*” OR disability OR “developmental
disorder”) AND (“interdisciplinary cooperation” OR “professional team
cooperation” OR teamwork) AND teacher*. For the fourth level, we used:
School AND inclusion AND (“special need*” OR disability OR
“developmental disorder”) AND (“school life” OR “school concept”).
Finally, for the fifth level, the query was: “School” AND “inclusion” AND
(“special need*” OR disability OR “developmental disorder”) AND
(“communal networking” OR “external support™).

This comprehensive search strategy initially yielded 7134 articles. After
removing duplicates, 6434 articles remained.

2.2. Second phase: title-abstract screening

In the title-abstract screening phase, the first three authors' independently
and blindly reviewed all titles and abstracts. The agreement between
reviewers was 98.45%.

In this phase, the selection process followed a set of inclusion criteria:

1. Studies were published in psychological and/or educational journals from

January 2013 to May 2023;

2. Studies were written in English or Italian;
3. Studies were published in peer-reviewed journals, including original
empirical findings;
4. Studies included a school population ranging from early childhood to the
final year of high school;
. Studies included a sample of participants greater than 10;
6. Studies were conducted in the school context.

In addition, in this phase we decided to exclude all studies that (i) were

published in books or grey literature; (ii) were review articles; (iii) were

conducted in special classes; (iv) focused on specific disabilities; (v) were
descriptions and/or validations of specific interventions.

W

! The first three authors divided the papers in a way that ensured agreement between two
reviewers for each level of the QU!S-S.
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Articles that did not provide sufficient information to determine inclusion
were carried forward to the full-text screening phase. A total of 742
references proceeded to full-text screening.

2.3. Third phase: full-text screening

In the full-text screening phase, we added the following exclusion criteria
to assess the records: (i) papers that reported studies conducted using
unvalidated tools, (ii) papers that didn’t investigate QU!S-S variables; (iii)
papers that only considered teachers’ perceptions, attitudes and values.

In this phase, the percentage of agreement was 97.44%. All disagreements
were resolved by discussion.

Finally, a total of 23 papers have been included in the current systematic
review.

2.4. Coding strategies

To analyze the results section, we employed a manual coding approach
(paper-and-pencil method), focusing exclusively on the results sections of
the selected articles. This process was used to draft the results section of the
present systematic review and to map all included studies according to the
QUI!S-S model (for details, see Table 1).
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Figure 1 - PRISMA 2020 flow diagram

[ Identification of studies via databases and registers ]

Records identified from Records removed before screening:
PsycINFO, PubMed and Scopus Duplicate records removed
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)

Not pertinent (n = 2510)
Books or grey literature (n = 53)
Records screened | Reviews (n =687)
(n = 6434) ~| Small sample (<10) (n = 109)
Not appropriate sample age (n = 314)
Not appropriate context (n = 471)
Special school context (n = 112)
Focus on specific disabilities (n = 740)
Description/validation of interventions (n = 836)
Language other than English or Italian (n = 80)

A4

v

Reports excluded (n = 716)
For the following reasons:

Screening

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=742) Not pertinent (n = 216)
Books or grey literature (n = 1)
non-psychology/educational journals (n = 1)
Reviews (n = 65)
Small sample (<10) (n = 81)
Not appropriate sample age (n = 26)
Not appropriate context (n = 16)
Special school context (n = 13)
Focus on specific disabilities (n = 192)

— Description/validation of interventions (n = 40)
— Y Studies conducted using unvalidated tools (n = 20)
Papers that don't investigate QUIS-S variables (n=19)

:E Studies included in review Papers that only consider teachers’
5 (n=23) perceptions, attitude and values (n = 48)
= Language other than English or Italian (n = 1)

—

3. Results

3.1 Level 1: individual needs

This level includes articles addressing the following research questions:
1. Are specific special educational needs (SEN) included in individual support?

2. Have all students with special educational needs a diagnostic report as a basis for individual
support?
3. Have students with special educational needs individualised education programmes (IEPs)?

4. Are the initial level and learning progress of all students regularly reviewed?
S. Can all students take advantage of individual support, if necessary?
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Level 1 of the QU!S-S model focuses on the detection of students’
individual needs. A total of four articles were included in this level.

The main goal of Ge and Zhang’s (2019) study was to define the school
outcomes of children with and without disabilities. The results outlined the
importance of measuring not only the cognitive gains but also emotional and
motivational variables as they represent important elements of children’s
school well-being and the quality of life. Nevertheless, some methodological
issues can be pointed out: school attachment and well-being are very
complex constructs that stem from multidimensional models (Dias et al.,
2020); the measures chosen by the authors do not seem to fully explore the
many dimensions of the variables taken into account.

Rakap and colleagues (2019) focused on a tool called the IEP Component
Checklist (IEPCC) used to evaluate Individualized Education Program (IEP)
quality. The IEP (Individualized Education Program) is a school document
developed jointly by teachers, professionals and families which outlines learning
goals, plans interventions, and assesses students' progress. Results outlined that
the reviewed IEPs, on average, included only one-third of the legal requirements,
and the components recommended by the literature were rarely included

The goal of Shapiro’s (2023) study was to analyse the effect of being young
for grade on receiving special education services in pre-school. The main finding
of this study was that the youngest children in a class were more likely to be
enrolled in special education. This effect was consistent through time;
furthermore, the age effect was more concentrated in kindergarten classrooms
with a wide age range. The study suggested that age is a demographic variable
that can heavily influence the decision to provide special individual support.

Yngve and colleagues’ study (2019) was part of a larger research project
aimed at implementing assistive technology in the school environment. The
specific goals of the study were to identify variables linked to a high level of
need for support in school activities among students with SEN and verify
whether the school system has managed to meet these needs or not. The data
outlined roughly 50% of the students perceived that they did not receive
support in school activities related to academic performance, such as
remembering things, writing, and doing homework.

3.2 Level 2: Inclusive teaching

This level includes articles addressing the following research questions:
1. Does inclusive teaching take into account the individual learning styles of all students?
2. Does instruction take appropriate account of the different learning requirements and ability
levels of all students?
3. Are lessons clear and comprehensible for all students?
4. Does inclusive teaching offer all students a well-organised learing and development space?
5. Does inclusive teaching endeavour to create a climate conducive to learning for all?
90
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This level assesses the practices that teachers address to the whole class
to meet all students’ needs. Five articles have been selected for level 2.

Jackson and colleagues (2022) analysed a broad range of contextual
variables to identify strengths and weaknesses of different categories of
school placements for students with SEN, ranging from a completely
inclusive environment to a special setting placement. The findings suggested
that more inclusive placements provided more access to peer interaction,
academic content, learning materials, collaborative teaching, and student-
centred instruction than restrictive placements. Overall, the authors argued
that restrictive environments compromised students’ learning opportunities.
Nevertheless, the study also pointed out areas of weakness in the less
restrictive placements: teachers’ training may be insufficient to manage
children’s complex special needs.

Feldman and colleagues (2016) analysed the interaction of students with
and without disabilities to evaluate the social integration of students with
SEN in the classroom. Feldman’s study outlined that mere enrolment in a
general education classroom was not sufficient to ensure social inclusion in
the group of peers. Further arrangements must be deployed to foster peer
interactions, peer learning and actual inclusive teaching.

Cameron (2014) carried out an observational study aimed at examining
the interactions between school professionals and students in relation to
students’ level of ability and activity arrangements. This research underlined
the relationship between a traditional school context, in which the teacher
deals with the entire class group, while the support teacher has a 1:1
relationship with children with SEN, and a traditional problem, represented
by the sense of fatigue of teachers in the management of the trade-off
between the individual needs of the students and the progress of the class.

Coelho and colleagues’ (2019) analysed the interaction between
preschool process quality, activity setting in terms of children’s listening and
verbal behaviours, schedule, proximity to and interaction state, activity and
tasks demands, materials and focus of activities, and level of involvement
and setting and the engagement of children with different levels of abilities
(children eligible for special education services, at-risk children, typically
developing). Results outlined the complex relations between teacher support,
class settings and activities and children’s level of ability. The study
suggested that an engaging, inclusive classroom stems from a delicate
balance between the previous factors.

Vlachou and Fyssa’s (2016) study analysed the relation between observed
inclusive practice and structural elements of Greek preschool programmes
(i.e. group size, number of children with disabilities and model of special
educational provision) and teachers’ demographic characteristics of both
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regular and special education teachers (i.e. years of teaching experience and
professional training in special education). The observational findings
highlighted a low quality of inclusive teaching practice, frequently
implementing practices that only partially promoted participation for
children with disabilities in academic and social classroom activities.

3.3 Level 3: collaboration among teachers

This level includes articles addressing the following research questions:

Are lessons taught as a team?

Are lessons planned and conducted together?

Are teaching and educational activities subject to shared reflection?

Is pedagogical work organized to be learned as rapidly and effectively as possible?
Does cooperation extend beyond the boundaries of the classroom?

NAWN -

Level 3 focuses on collaboration among teachers; three articles were
included in this level.

Schwab and colleagues (2015) reported a detailed analysis of educational
practices in primary and secondary schools and general and support teachers’
experiences. Specifically, support teachers showed higher ratings in
strategies such as paired work and weekly organization, especially in
secondary schools. Both groups of teachers emphasized the importance of a
positive school environment, democratic leadership, and teamwork.

Furthermore, results highlighted that school level significantly influenced
teamwork, with lower scores in secondary schools.

Stefanidis and colleagues (2018) followed Bandura’s social learning
theory to explore the contextual factors that impact the perceived benefits of
co-teaching. Perceived benefits of co-teaching showed a positive correlation
with co-planning effectiveness, parity among co-teachers, and the quality of
the co-teachers’ relationship. However, a negative correlation between co-
teaching benefits and co-teachers’ age was noted.

Gibson and colleagues (2016) investigated the role of teachers’ aides
(TAs) in schools. Three groups were involved in the study: TAs, teachers and
T/TAs (participants worked as both teacher and TA)

Four main themes were investigated: inclusion in the school community,
curriculum, classroom management, and student support.

Findings highlighted that the three groups agreed on the role of the TA
about inclusion, classroom management, and student support. On the other
hand, the T/TA team appeared to be less involved in curriculum development,
often lacking access to the programs on which students’ curricula were based.
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3.4 Level 4 School setting and life

This level encompassed articles that addressed the following research questions:

1. Do the fundamental principles of the school create opportunities for reflecting on the
possibilities of an inclusive school?

Is school management actively involved in developing inclusive school policies?

Is it clear that all students can fully participate in all extracurricular activities?

Has the school anchored the principal of inclusion in its school concept?

Is the theme of inclusion supported by the faculty?

whrwh

Level 4 focuses on school setting and life. Four articles about this topic
were identified.

Blatchford and Webster’s (2018) reported a systematic observation study
that involved a sample of children with SEND at Year 5 (9-10 years) and a
sample of children with SEND at Year 9 (13-14 years) compared to two
samples of children with typical development. Findings revealed disparities
in the inclusion of students with SEND, often placed in groups with lower
academic performance than their peers. Concerning class composition, at
Year 5 students with SEND tended to be placed in larger classes, instead at
Year 9 students with SEND were placed in smaller classes. Furthermore, an
investigation into the impact of class sizes on the performance of students
with SEND highlighted a marked decrease in performance when placed in
smaller classes with low-achieving classmates. Regarding interactions with
teachers, at Year 5, no significant differences emerged between students with
and without SEND, but at Year 9, an increase in interactions with teachers
and a decrease in interactions with peers for students with SEND were
evident.

Yang et al. (2022) aimed at examining the influence of school support
(reflecting the values, climate, and interpersonal relationships of the school)
and peer support on the determination and school engagement of students
with SEN. Findings highlighted a positive correlation between school
support and personal determination, which is in turn linked to school
engagement. In this context, personal determination acted as a mediator
between school support and student engagement. However, peer support did
not emerge as a significant predictor for students with SEN. Concerning the
environment, most of nurseries reported a lack of specialized equipment,
suggesting a suboptimal environment for educational inclusion. In particular,
the lack of private spaces affected children’s ability to take breaks during
group activities.

Sannen and colleagues (2021) focused on the relationship between
teacher collaboration, teachers’ beliefs about school inclusion, and
differentiated instruction.
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Findings highlighted that high density school network opposed to a
centralized one was associated with more differentiated instruction.

Trifonova and colleagues (2023) focused on the structural and process
characteristics of the education quality in kindergarten. Findings revealed
high scores related to the care practices and the positive social interactions.
On the other hand, lowest scores about the common instructional approach
were reported due to the lack of adequate learning opportunities tailored to
the children’s individual needs. Furthermore, in terms of practical
implications, this study highlighted that more flexibility in instruction,
incorporating free-choice activities and play in small groups, is needed to
enhance the quality of early childhood education.

3.5 Level 5 Relations with the territory

Within this level, there are articles addressing the following research questions:

1. Does the school collaborate with all stakeholders involved in the pedagogical process to
provide each student with the best possible learning conditions?

2. Is the school committed to developing a network to offer all students the best possible
conditions for living and developing within the community?

3. Is collaboration with parents considered a prerequisite for continuous progress in
inclusive schooling?

4. Are local institutions involved in the development of inclusive schooling?

5. Can the school receive professional advice and support?

Level 5 focuses on the interactions between the school actors and the
territory. Two papers have been identified for this level.

Coster and colleagues (2013) investigated whether features of the school
environment were perceived to help students with and without disabilities
(5-17 years old). Findings revealed that younger students with disabilities are
less involved in school activities and in social extracurricular interactions,
compared to their peers without disabilities. Parents of these students also
reported lower levels of involvement and expressed a greater desire for
change in their children's participation. This pattern was also replicated
among older students with disabilities, who showed lower involvement in
extracurricular activities.

Zanobini and colleagues (2018) examined the satisfaction of parents of
children with disabilities and its correlations with various factors, using
indices, questionnaires and demographic data: Inclusion INDEX (Di Nuovo,
2012), Emotions/Regulation subscale (Roid & Miller, 1997) and Severity
and type of disability. Findings highlighted that the severity of the disability
influenced parents’ perceptions of acceptance and support from classmates
and their families.
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Parental satisfaction was partially linked to the maintenance of learning
outcomes but it did not show significant associations with their improvement
or generalization. Furthermore, the autonomy assessed by support teachers
did not correlate with parental satisfaction, except for autonomy in
interpersonal relationships, associated with satisfaction regarding acceptance
by classmates and their families. Moreover, a more significant role of
emotional perception in parental satisfaction than in academic aspects or
autonomy was found.

3.6 Multiple levels of the QU!S-S model

In this systematic review, we found only a few studies that have
simultaneously met the criteria of multiple levels of the QU!S-S model,
following a multidimensional perspective. We reported below the selected
studies.

Wang and Zhang’s (2021) study was selected for level 2 and 4. This study
considered the role of principal support in inclusive teacher education. They
found that principal support was positively correlated with inclusive
practices, teacher agency, and teachers’ professional skills. Furthermore,
principal support and teacher agency had a crucial role in the development
of teachers’ professional skills.

Sucuoglu et al.’s (2017) study was selected for levels 2 and 5. This study
examined the use of strategies by teachers in kindergarten. They reported a
high confidence among teachers in managing problematic behaviours, as
well as similar frequency and utility in positive strategies. Furthermore,
inclusive teachers with children with disabilities in their classes perceived
negative strategies as less useful compared to their colleagues’ teaching
classes without children with disabilities. Findings highlighted common
strategies like praising positive behaviours and using group incentives.
However, differences were observed in the less frequently used strategies and
in how teachers perceived their utility, depending on whether they had
children with disabilities in their classes. Moreover, findings highlighted that
the teachers who had previous knowledge on inclusion due to specific
training used more positive approaches to the parents compared to teachers
without a specific knowledge about this topic.

Ladenstein and colleagues’ (2022) study was selected for levels 3 and 5.
The research focused on the collaboration between learning assistants,
teachers, and parents. Interviews highlighted uncertainty regarding
assistants' responsibilities, generating difficulties for both teachers and the
assistants themselves. In the assistant-teacher relationship, a high frequency
of interaction emerged. Interviews highlighted uncertainty regarding
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assistants' responsibilities, mainly due to issues raised by parents, generating
difficulties for both teachers and the assistants themselves.

McCoy and colleagues’ (2019) study was selected for levels 4 and 5. This
study examined how the family context and teacher relationships may play a
role in the school transition through the use of questionnaires and household
demographic information. Girls, students with lower academic performance,
and those from vulnerable family backgrounds tended to have negative
transition experiences. Family conflict and positive teacher relationships
influenced the transition experience. While academic performance aided in
predicting challenges in adapting to secondary school, factors such as family
situation and social dynamics played a significant role in the transition
journey of students with disabilities.

Zic Rali¢ et al. (2020) study was selected for levels 1-2-3-4. This study
focused on evaluating the quality of inclusion in schools by Polish and
Croatian teachers. Both groups of teachers gave positive feedback on the
support provided for monitoring and assessment, noting their appreciation
for how student knowledge is evaluated during lessons and the assistance
offered during tests. They especially valued the collaboration with parents in
monitoring student progress and highlighted the level of counselling offered
to both students and parents regarding future education. However, there are
some differences regarding resources for inclusive education and support
from educational assistants. Croatian teachers rated lower in high-quality
school equipment, the number of school professionals, and collaboration
with parents compared to their Polish counterparts. Similarly, Polish teachers
expressed lower ratings for educational assistants' support compared to
Croatian teachers.

4. Discussion

The main aim of this systematic review was to analyze recent research
concerning the quality of school inclusion, considering all pupils, especially
those with disabilities, from a multidimensional perspective. To accomplish
this aim, we conducted a systematic review starting from the QU!S-S model.

The choice of this model allowed us to take into consideration articles
centered on concrete quality indicators, potentially capable of describing
what really happens in relation to the individual actors involved in the
process, the school environment, external services and the entire community,
also taking into account, whenever available, key descriptive characteristics
of participants reported in the studies (e.g., age/grade, gender, socioeconomic
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status, immigrant background, and type of disability), which were
systematically extracted and included in Table 1.

In fact, studies that analyzed the presence of effective responses to
individual needs, the tendency to adapt teaching strategies to different
situations, cooperation inside and outside the school, and the consistent
presence of inclusive policies, although these characteristics were not
consistently reported across all studies, can shed light on the effective
implementation of principles already present in international declarations
and underlying the achievement of a satisfactory quality of life even for the
most vulnerable students.

4.1 How does the school take into account the needs of all students?

We tried to respond to this question by analyzing a series of papers
consistently with the first level of the QU!S-S model that focuses on
individual needs.

Some studies emphasized that, in the school context, children's cognitive
abilities were more frequently explored and evaluated than complex
constructs such as school attachment and well-being, which arise from
multidimensional models (e.g., Dias et al., 2020). However, it is essential to
measure children’s cognitive abilities alongside their emotional,
motivational, and relational components, as these elements are crucial for
assessing school well-being and QoL (Ge & Zhang, 2019).

This means that schools, in order to implement inclusive practices that
can support students’ well-being, should consider students’ changes in a
longitudinal perspective, not only in terms of learning progress but also by
monitoring with specific tools changes in the emotional, motivational and
relational domains. In this way, schools can monitor changes related to the
whole functioning profile of the students (e.g., WHO, 2007).

To do this, it’s fundamental using school documentation appropriately,
especially for children with SEN, referring to the individualised education
programmes (IEPs); therefore, the employment of an IEP evaluation tool
with the aim at investigating IEPs quality, such as the IEPCC (Rakap et al.,
2019), could be considered a valuable practice.

Moreover, a proper analysis of students’ needs is an essential factor for their
school well-being. To address this problem, the literature highlighted the
importance of employing appropriate tools aimed at detecting students’ needs.
Yngve and colleagues (2019), highlighted the importance of taking into account
also the students’ perception; this is in line with the literature that suggests to
consider the combination of different points of view in the school community,
thus mitigating individual bias, also considering that students’ and teachers’
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perceptions can focus on different aspects (Panesi et al., 2020). These good
practices of evaluation could represent a key element for monitoring students’
wellbeing. In this perspective, it is also important to consider that the studies
included in this level referred to highly diverse populations, ranging from primary
school children to upper secondary students, and including different profiles of
special educational needs (e.g., intellectual disabilities, autism spectrum
conditions, neurodevelopmental disorders). However, these characteristics were
not always systematically reported, limiting the possibility of understanding how
individual differences may interact with the quality of inclusive practices.

4.2 Which are the factors that make teaching inclusive?

We tried to respond to this question by analyzing a series of papers
consistently with the second level of the QU!S-S model that focuses on
inclusive teaching.

Overall, the literature in this field highlighted that the presence of students
with SEN in a general education classroom is a necessary but not sufficient
condition to benefit from inclusive teaching (Feldman et al., 2016).

Good practices highlighted by literature to make teaching inclusive are
reported below.

Concerning the class setting, students with SEN in the classroom space
should be taken into consideration to ensure an inclusive environment.
Specifically, Jackson and colleagues (2022) highlighted that less restrictive
placements provide more access to peer interaction, academic content,
learning materials, collaborative teaching, and student-centred instruction
than restrictive placements.

Considering the relationships between general and support teachers,
Cameron (2014) argued that they should work in synergy to address the
needs of the whole group of students, including students with SEN.

Referring to the class activities, teachers should choose carefully class
activities and arrangements in order to foster all children’s engagement and
participation (Vlachou & Fyssa, 2016).

Coelho and colleagues (2019) highlighted that an engaging inclusive
classroom emerges from a delicate balance among different complex factors,
such as teacher support, class settings, activities and children’s level of ability.

4.3.1 How do relationships among various school actors promote the
quality of school inclusion?

This systematic review also reported the key elements to make
collaborative and inclusive practices among teachers.
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For example, Stefanidis and colleagues (2018) highlighted the
importance of co-teaching practices that are linked to co-planning
effectiveness, parity among co-teachers, and the quality of the co-teachers’
relationship.

This systematic review also highlighted differences among compulsory
education levels concerning the collaborative practices (i.e., planning and
teaching reflection) among teachers that impact on students’ inclusion.
Specifically, Schwab and colleagues (2015) found that school level
significantly impacts on teamwork, with lower scores in secondary schools.

4.3.2 How do school concept and life promote school inclusion?

The literature in this field emphasized some inclusive policies that the
schools could take into account to support well-being of all students,
especially those with special needs.

Concerning the class environment, students with special needs should not
be placed in smaller classes with low-achieving classmates (Blatchford &
Webster, 2018). In fact, Blatchford and Webster (2018) found that students
with special needs are often placed in lower-performing groups and this
condition negatively affects their academic outcomes.

About the school network, Yang and colleagues (2022) highlighted the
importance of school support in fostering engagement for students with
special needs. Always referring to the school network, Sannen and
colleagues (2021) revealed that robust support networks at the school level
could enhance teachers’ attitudes toward diversity and differentiated
instruction, and this aspect could have a good influence on inclusion of
students with special needs.

In terms of good practices, Trifonova and colleagues (2023) argued that
in kindergartens a more flexible instruction is required, with free-choice
activities and play in small groups.

4.3.3 How do external support and communal networking impact on
the quality of school inclusion?

To answer this question, consideration has been given to the literature that
referred to the relationships between school community and external actors,
especially focused on relationships with parents of children with special
needs.

In examining the relationships between the school community and
families of children with special needs, Coster et al. (2013) and Zanobini et
al. (2018) provided insights into the challenges faced by students with
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disabilities and their families. They emphasized the ongoing barriers to
school participation and social interactions for these students, which were
worsened by perceived shortages of resources. They also highlighted that
parental satisfaction, emotional outcomes and the perceived inclusion of
educational and rehabilitative efforts are associated, rather than purely
academic achievements or autonomy assessments.

These findings emphasized the ongoing need to have a support network
that implements inclusive practices, creating a “bridge” between the school
context and extra-curricular activities, also involving families, in order to
promote the full inclusion of students with special needs.

4.4 Some limitations and further research

The conclusions of this systematic review should be considered together with
its limitations. Firstly, although we have excluded all studies conducted in
special education classes, there are still special schools in some countries where
the samples come from. Specifically, this could be seen as a crucial aspect in
light of the different laws and regulations on the subject of inclusion in different
countries, which could significantly influence teachers’ perceptions about the
quality of school inclusion. A further limitation concerns the descriptive features
of the samples included in the reviewed studies. Although additional information
on participants (e.g., age/grade, gender, socioeconomic status, immigrant
background, and type of disability) was included in Table 1 whenever available,
many studies did not provide a complete or systematic description of these
variables. This limits the possibility of comparing findings across studies and of
identifying how inclusive practices may differentially affect students with
different profiles. Future research should therefore ensure a more detailed and
consistent reporting of participant characteristics.

5. Conclusion

This systematic review of recent psychological literature on the quality of
school inclusion has shed light on the fundamental aspects, inside and outside
of school, to promote the quality of school inclusion of students with special
needs. Thanks to this, it is possible to indicate some promising directions for
improving the inclusive characteristics of school environments.

First of all, the importance of focusing attention on all facets of students’
needs emerged: careful monitoring of the educational, emotional and
relational objectives present in the IEP is a necessary condition to respond to
these needs and enhance students’ inclusion.
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As expected, the role of the teacher emerged as crucial not only in
implementing instructional strategies to adapt academic content to all
students, but also in organizing the school environment to make instructional
materials accessible and encourage peer interaction. However, teachers alone
cannot ensure the full achievement of quality standards: to implement
teachers’ action, support is needed in terms of professional training,
availability of resources and school policies.

In this direction, the analysed literature highlights the importance of co-
teaching: an equal collaboration between teachers with different roles
favours the possibility of implementing diversified strategies, enhancing
both learning and the sense of belonging to the school community.

This review also highlights gaps in the literature that should be filled to
implement good practices to make schools more inclusive. Indeed, it is
possible to see that the scientific literature does not fully answer all questions
at every level of QU!S-S. This means that there are indicators of school
inclusion which have not been considered in the scientific literature. The
level of QU!S-S that has been less analysed is the impact of the external
community on the quality of school inclusion. The lack of a macro-level of
analysis suggests that the way to involve the whole community in promoting
inclusive and equitable education is still largely open.

Finally, despite the multidimensional construction of school inclusion,
research often does not provide data on the interaction of the various levels.

Practical implications

This systematic review suggests some practical implications that should
be considered in order to create increasingly inclusive school environments.

Firstly, it is desirable that the school documents give clear and precise
indications of the individual path of the students. It also emerged that
cooperation between teachers is a key to ensuring an inclusive environment,
especially cooperation between discipline and support teachers. Another
important issue concerns the school environment, which must promote
inclusiveness by ensuring the right spaces and adequate equipment.
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