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Abstract

Ariel’'s story is one of the many symbols of the Italian transformation school system from the 1970s
onward, as it emblemizes the long historical and cultural journey from the admission of people with
disabilities to their full inclusion. The Italian Law 118 of 1971 aimed to guarantee everyone's right to
education’, which could not occur in the same way for everyone: the support needed was different
(Warnock Report, 1978). To recognize diversity, teachers must undergo continuous training (ltalian Law
517 of 1977), with the understanding that individual differences are not merely deficits to be integrated,
but inherent characteristics shaped by the relationship between the person and their environment
(Salamanca Statement, 1994). Ariel is 17 years old. In class, she seems wrapped up in her own world,
often lulled by the mostly lecture-based lessons. She rests her head on the desk, eyes closed; stares at
her notebook; eats candy unbothered by the teacher’s gaze. She rarely speaks in class, but when called
upon, she responds with precision and brevity. Her ability to concentrate sometimes doesn’t match the
length of the lessons, and she enjoys retreating into drawing as a diversion. Every now and then, she
quietly gets up, clumsily walking between the desks or stepping out of the classroom for a break,
routinely pausing in the corridor to look at her classmates’ projects on the walls. Her peer relationships
are superficial and remain confined within the school building: outside of school, she doesn’t go out at
all, except for a bit of basketball and the school theatre course, where she’s brought up by her parents.
Ariel is autistic; every social interaction is a “script” she must carefully prepare and perform, often with
great effort, in order to mask her neurodivergence. This “masking”, or “social camouflaging”, in
adolescent girls with autism was explored through a theatre project in high school. The initiative
transformed the mask into an opportunity for inclusion: theatre became a vehicle for emotional
experience and artistic creation for the class, allowing them to reflect on themselves and contribute
positively in terms of relationships. It also offered a way to express themselves authentically, discovering
new facets of who they are, and new ways of feeling, acting, and thinking. Ariel helps transform her
environment - her school, her teachers - and the broader community where she lives. She demonstrates
that the true meaning of inclusion lies in “mutual belonging”, a concept that reshapes conventions: the
school’s teaching methods are no longer “compartmentalized by subject,” but instead become expanded
and interconnected. This shift allows inclusion to evolve into a continuous process that addresses all
forms of exclusion and marginalization, disparities, and inequalities - ensuring that no one is left behind
(Incheon, 2015, Art. 7).
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1 INTRODUCTION

With the Ministerial Decree of September 30, 2011, the Italian Government established the training of
specialized teachers for the inclusion of students with disabilities, in all levels of school: from early
childhood to adulthood. The term “inclusion” is the epistemological core around which the Italian school
constantly shapes and modifies its identity in a continuous process of transformation. To be understood,
it deserves to be explained in its three most important moments: when, in 1971, with Law 118, ltaly
decided to close special schools and make public schools available to all students with disabilities, the
first keyword was “openness”; all children had to be able to access the best opportunities that the Italian
education system offered. But that was not enough: individuals with special needs required teachers
with special training. In this way, in 1977, the figure of the specialized teacher was invented. Initially,
there were no real training paths: the specialized teachers were the older and more experienced ones
who, with their know-how, adapted traditional teaching to the different needs of special children. The
phase of “openness” characterizes the Italian school model for about fifteen years, from 1977 to 1992;
during this period, other important events occur: with Law 180, promoted by psychiatrist Franco
Basaglia, the Italian Government closes mental hospitals, opening the doors of these total institutions

" Law of March 30, 1971, n°118, closing special schools in Italy, https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/1971/04/02/071U0118/sg
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to the public. The mentally ill are welcomed into society and treated through mental health centers.
Italian society transforms during these fifteen years: it welcomes disabled children into schools, initially
one child per school, and the community learns to see mental iliness as a condition that can be treated.
But “opening” is not enough: there is a need to rebuild the lives of these individuals who, for many years,
have been excluded from society: the second phase, that of “integration” begins. The word “integration”
literally means “to make whole”, what would otherwise be broken or compromised. This word appears
for the first time in Law 104 of 1992: children with disabilities need rehabilitation paths for their missing
functions; it is a way of thinking inherited from medicine, but in this way, the Italian school system
enriches itself with a new approach, with medicine and rehabilitative psychology becoming part of school
activities. Special educational activities for children with disabilities aim to acquire skills and functions
previously compromised or never acquired. This way of thinking, “to make whole what is broken”, is still
partly present in the Italian school system and has undoubtedly resulted in significantly increasing the
professionalism of teachers. But how and why did it come into crisis? Precisely thanks to a new
awareness from Medicine, whose change is fully described in the International Classification of
Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF): the concept of health is not just the absence of disease
(integration), but something much more complex that involves the whole human being and their living
environment. The bio-psycho-social approach of the ICF teaches that if you treat the disease, you can
win or lose; but if you take care of the individual in their entirety, in their complex relationship between
the subject and their living environment, you always win.

Reading the Warnock Report reveals the proposal of a new and different model that places at the heart
of the educational project the relationship between an individual’s strengths and difficulties, and the
supports and barriers present in their environment. The Warnock Report is fundamentally opposed to a
dichotomous interpretation of the ability/disability continuum, typical of a “categorical” logic: comorbidity
complicates classification, and categories tend to stereotype, fix, and stigmatize. As a result, a gap is
created between these rigid categories and the educational provision that individuals need, because
such categories may exclude some children from receiving the personalized services they require. As a
result, a gap emerges between these rigid categories and the educational provision that individuals
require, because such categories may exclude some children from receiving the personalized services
they need. With the World Conference on Special Educational Needs held in Salamanca in 1994, a new
phase began, marked by the affirmation of the principle of inclusive education. For Special Didactics
and Pedagogy, the Warnock Report and the Salamanca Conference represent a dual transformation of
the discipline’s focus: first, the emphasis shifts from deficit to special educational need; then, the special
educational need becomes a barrier to learning and participation: “The purpose of education for all
children is the same; the goals are the same. But the support that individual children need to achieve
them will be different” (Warnock Report, 1978). With the launch of the “Salamanca process” (Kiuppis,
2014), Special Pedagogy has broadened its perspective: its unit of analysis is no longer the individual
and the intervention aimed at restoring what is impaired. Instead, the focus is now on the differences
that each person embodies and on how the environment either promotes or hinders the participation of
all in school life. The shift from the logic of integration to that of inclusion is reflected in the Index for
Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2002): disability is not attributed to the individual, but to the situation that,
by failing to consider the plurality of subjects and their specific characteristics, privileges some at the
expense of others (Dovigo, 2008, pp. 19-20). This transformation redefines the object of Special
Pedagogy: from the reduction of disadvantages to the promotion of equity. “From this perspective,
inclusion in education does not target a specific group of pupils, but rather aims to draw attention to the
equity of the educational provision” (lanes & Demo, 2022, p. 21).

This new awareness represents the third phase of the change in the Italian school system, summarized
by the keyword “inclusion”. The profound meaning of the word “inclusion” is not only found in the Latin
etymology, as with “integrate = make whole”; a more promising horizon is found in the Anglo-Saxon root
of “to be close with (somebody), closeness, being close to someone”, which, emphasized by the prefix
“in” can be semantically translated as “mutual belonging”. The Italian school of inclusion is the school of
mutual belonging, where students with special needs feel they belong to the context in which they have
chosen to grow. It is a school that wants to embrace diversity as its constitutive part and, thanks to
diversity, the school continuously transforms itself. All students in a class learn that the teaching created
specifically to meet the needs of one or more students with special needs is new teaching that can serve
everyone. Today, the specialized teacher for inclusion is the one who brings innovation even among
colleagues: in this sense, here is the experience of Ariel (a fictional name), a teenager with autism
spectrum disorder who attends the art academy high school. Through the inclusion path, Ariel has
conveyed the sense of mutual belonging around her autism: through her specialized inclusion teacher,
psychologist Elisa Ceschi, Ariel created a theatrical piece, in the style of Greek theater, in which she
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built masks to explain her emotions and experiences to others, synthesized their meaning with
keywords, and led her friends into her autism with images and paintings.

For over a decade, scientific research has paid particular attention to female autism (Kirkowsky, Enticott,
et al., 2013). Numerous studies seem to confirm that the 4 to 1 ratio of male to female autism may not
be as defined and certain as previously thought for decades of prior diagnoses (Loomes, Hull, Mandy,
2017). The phenomenon known as “masking” or “social camouflaging” (Chapman, Rose, Hull, Mandy,
2022) means that females-girls see their condition of neuro-atypicality recognized with delays and
diagnostic errors compared to their male peers. This misunderstanding stems from several factors: from
a phenotypic point of view, “girls with autism are less likely to show obvious restricted interests, which
would reduce the chances of their autism being identified. Additionally, there is some emerging evidence
that girls are more likely to mask their autistic difficulties with greater social skills, making a timely and
accurate diagnosis more difficult. Another factor that potentially contributes to diagnostic bias could be
represented by key professionals (teachers, family doctors, pediatricians, psychiatrists, psychologists,
etc.) who have gender stereotypes that ASD is a male disorder, thus decreasing their sensitivity to
autistic symptoms when they occur in girls”. From a genotypic point of view, “the results clearly confirm
the fact that boys are more vulnerable to ASD than girls. This underscores the value of research that
seeks to explain greater male vulnerability, for example, by considering the role of sex hormones and
sex effects on genetic risk. However, this meta-analysis supports the opinion, expressed by members
of the autism community and doctors, that there is a need to improve systems for the timely detection
of ASD in girls (Loomes, Hull, Mandy, 2017)”. We propose another hypothesis that, although bold, could
be investigated by genetic research: is it possible that ASD itself is genetically changing, thus the current
diagnostic criteria may be subject to updates? Social camouflaging in female autism has very high
emotional costs: it is often the cause of externalizing disorders such as victimization, ostracism, and
bullying, and internalizing disorders such as social anxiety, depression, and suicidal tendencies in the
most severe cases (Tubio-Fungueirifio, Cruz et al. 2021).

2 METHODOLOGY

Ariel is a high-functioning autistic teenage girl who attends the art academy high school. She often
reports these feelings of discomfort to her teachers, despite being in a class of peers who welcome her
with affection. Besides the discomfort, Ariel does not hide her passions: the choice of the art academy
is motivated by her love for painting and theater; especially the latter, particularly Greek theater, is for
her a way to identify with the experiences and emotions of the protagonists and an opportunity to “name”
the emotions she feels but often cannot identify. Elisa, her specialized inclusion teacher, had an insight:
why not transform the masking of autism into a real mask? With this “reversal of perspective”, the idea
was born to create masks to express and “give shape” to those emotions of Ariel that would otherwise
remain unexpressed and, for her, nameless. With this idea, an inclusive workshop for making theatrical
masks was born, involving Ariel's entire class: to stimulate the students’ creativity, they start with the
same materials for everyone and then freely create many different masks, observing how diverse the
ideas among the students are. To encourage divergent thinking, they are then made to wear their own
mask to impersonate an emotion or a character during a theatrical piece, a therapeutic experience that
has precedents in Italy with studies from the University of Genoa (Solari, 2015) and with the project
“Theatre and Autism” by Sfumature in Atto (2025)% in situations where “the subject with Autism
Spectrum Disorder should feel motivated to participate, collaborating with others and proposing ideas
to be realized on a practical level, in a protected environment and, therefore, suitable for experimenting
calmly with the aim of preparing to calmly face the problems of the outside world. These groups provide
the opportunity to learn and practice a range of advanced skills (Solari, 2015).” The environment is
structured and orderly to allow each person a gradual level of involvement. The spaces are as open as
possible, to make the students feel free to act without fear of invading others' spaces, to be able to see
others at work, and to work undisturbed. The activities are organized into five structured two-hour
sessions, with a break scheduled about halfway through each session. The result of the workshop was
positive: all the students showed interest and participation, and Ariel created original and detailed
products.

2 Autism and Theatre: https://www.sfumatureinatto.org/teatro-e-autismo/
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Figure 2. Mask making and theatrical piece.

At the end of the activity, after the five sessions, the students were asked to define with a keyword the
emotion associated with their work. Everyone reported satisfaction and high levels of participation in the
task and collaboration with others. The word chosen by Ariel was "enthusiasm," and she explained her
choice according to the Greek etymology of the word: it derives from ancient Greek “¢évBouciaouog”
(enthousiasmas), which in turn comes from “€vBeog” (éntheos), composed of “év” (en, “in”) and “Be6¢”
(theds, “god”). Enthusiasm is “having a god moving inside you”, a state of inspiration or divine ecstasy,
as if a deity were inside the person. For the ancient Greeks, “enthusiasm” had a very deep and spiritual
meaning, a state of divine inspiration or ecstasy. The person in the grip of enthusiasm is possessed by
a deity, which gives them extraordinary strength and creativity, the state of poets, prophets, and artists,
guided by a higher force; a term that for Ariel means a strong feeling of excitement or passion for what
she has managed to express with her hands, her creativity, and imagination.

The play was staged in a theatre at the end of the school year: the inclusive theme of the plot is “/ don’t
no-care”, a double negation against the exclusion of any diversity and disability. The title contrasts with
the discriminatory mentality of the Fascist era in Italy, whose slogan was “l don't care”. After the end of
World War I, the Italian school adopted the motto “I care”, in opposition to any discrimination. On stage
(figure 2), in a performance without dialogues, Ariel and her class opposed the overbearing and
stereotyped images of Fascist gestures with their lively presence and the masks produced during the
workshop, evocative of personal experiences, richness, and diversity of everyone. Ariel’s neurodiversity
became an opportunity for inclusion and innovation in teaching: through the mask project, it was possible
to create an engaging event for social relationships and, at the same time, to overcome the traditional
division of subjects typical of each field of study. A common thread was created that allowed for an
interdisciplinary connection between ancient Greek art, history, and inclusion, demonstrating that high
school in Italy can transform itself from within thanks to students with special needs, step by step.?

3 RESULTS

The project “Souls behind the mask” tells the story of adolescent autism from the perspective of the
protagonists, a still underdeveloped way to explore ASD. There have been illustrious precedents, such
as the autobiographical accounts of Temple Grandin (2005), or the photographic experiences of Joe
James*, a Canadian autistic photographer with eidetic memory who, through photographs and photo-
editing, manages to represent the way he perceives the world. Experiences such as theatre or photo
galleries are of absolute interest in building inclusion around a neuro-atypicality that perceives reality

3 Some elements from the project “Souls behind the mask”.
https://sites.google.com/view/teatroinaula/home-page?authuser=0
https://www.neuroscapes.org/

4 Joe James, the autistic photographer: https://www.abilities.ca/feature/the-autistic-photographer/
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with entirely new and particular keys to interpretation®. With this project, we have grasped the potential
to innovate the inclusive environment of high schools and the possibility of creating innovative teaching:
Ariel has shown that she is no longer “a girl with problems”, but a resource to transform a course of
study from a simple adaptation to an innovative environment. Over the years, much of the teaching in
Italian schools has changed precisely thanks to the innovations brought by the special needs of neuro-
atypical students®: strategies such as interdisciplinarity, cooperative learning in its various forms, and
competency-based projects were initially designed for students with special needs and now are part of
the ordinary way of schooling in Italy. Therefore, the renewal of the Italian school system owes a debt
of gratitude to students like Ariel.

What new perspectives? This project opens at least two issues: autism, especially high-functioning
autism, seems to have changed over time and should now be further explored from the perspective of
its genetic and epigenetic implications. Secondly, the narrative and representative experiences of autism
by the protagonists should be more valued, known, and used in schools and living environments for their
innovative impact in terms of knowledge and inclusion. The study of genetic mechanisms and non-
invasive imaging has opened various approaches that may help diagnose ASD at the embryonic level.
Identifying risk genes associated with structural and functional changes in the brains of patients with
ASD provides a better understanding of the neuropsychiatry of the disorder and may help identify targets
for therapeutic interventions that could be useful in managing individuals with ASD. The exact cause of
ASD remains unclear; however, both genetic and environmental factors are believed to play essential
roles (Hashem et al., 2020). The impact of ASD on society is immense, as it affects not only the child
but also siblings and parents, significantly disrupting family life. Individuals with ASD are highly likely to
come into contact with the criminal justice system, mainly due to a lack of awareness regarding their
social and communication difficulties. The incidence among males is four to five times higher than
among females; however, this figure requires interpretation. Is it truly a higher prevalence of ASD in
males compared to females, or rather a “manifestation” that is four to five times more visible in males
than in females? This is a crucial issue, as it raises the question of how some individuals manage to
compensate for and mask their ASD throughout their lives. Both the DSM-5 and ICD-11 specify that
although symptoms are present from early childhood, they may become apparent later, even in
adulthood. A key distinction between DSM-5 and ICD-11 lies in Criterion D, which concerns functional
impairment: while both manuals consider functional impairment a sufficient criterion, the ICD-11 clarifies
that in some individuals without intellectual disability (previously diagnosed with Asperger’s), such
impairment may not be evident due to extraordinary efforts in adaptation and masking. The ICD-11
states that in these cases, a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder is still possible. The rationale for
this choice, explained later in the manual, is that the effort to adapt and mask is not “neutral,” but causes
personal suffering and increases the risk of developing co-occurring disorders. Therefore, it is
reasonable to provide support to these individuals, even if they appear to be well-adapted. Genetic
research into ASD is promising, but not exhaustive: «One of the challenges facing imaging genetics is
the conceptualization of endophenotypes, which states that endophenotypes are heritable and
associated with psychiatric disorders and may impede research on brain based associations by limiting
imaging genetic research to genes previously associated with a psychiatric disorder. It is important to
properly replicate the studies, particularly those with false-positive results, to address the impact of a
genetic variation in a disease, and this problem can be solved by correcting genome-wide associations
with large sample size imaging phenotypes.» (Hashem et al., 2020).

For about a decade, research has turned to epigenetics to understand the environmental effects on
genomes and phenotypes, to contextualize changes in ASD at the molecular level, beyond the DNA
sequence itself. Although still in its early stages, such studies have the potential to enhance our
understanding of the etiology of ASD and may contribute to the development of biomarkers for its
prediction, diagnosis, prognosis, and ultimately, its prevention and intervention. Certain environmental
factors—such as smoking, alcohol consumption, stress, and pollution—are known to influence
epigenetic markers both prenatally and throughout life. There is also well-established evidence
regarding maternal illnesses during pregnancy (e.g., rubella or toxoplasmosis), as well as influences
stemming from the intake of specific pharmacological categories. Currently, there are few replicated and

5 The “Autistic City”: how to celebrate and protect every individual authenticity ad uniqueness over every discrimination.
https://www.ciranopost.com/2024/04/28/autistic-city-ovvero-come-celebrare-e-preservare-lautenticita-e-lunicita-di-ciascun-
individuo-oltre-ogni-discriminazione-palazzo-braschi-a-roma-ha-ospitato-la-most/

8 An autistic child photographs his world.
https://www.redattoresociale.it/article/notiziario/_quaderno_del_tempo_libero_un_bambino_autistico_fotografa_il_suo_mondo
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recognized environmental epigenetic biomarkers. Moreover, there is growing evidence from both human
and animal studies that the early-life environment—including the intrauterine period and the early
postnatal stages—may play a role in ASD and other neurocognitive disorders (Loke, Hannah, Craig,
2015). Research in this direction appears promising, despite the relatively limited number of findings:
«Studies of genome-wide DNA methylation in ASD need to be larger, phenotyping needs to be
standardized between studies, analysis platforms need to move toward true genomic coverage, genetic
variation needs to be taken into account, and analytical methods need to be standardized to include
differentially methylated probes and regions. In addition, with a sufficient sample size, endophenotypes
should be studied to reduce genetic and epigenetic complexity. This will lead to systems-based
approaches of integration of data from genomic, epigenomic, transcript tomic, proteomic and other
platforms in more accurate statistical models (classifiers) of diagnosis, prognosis and risk estimation.
This will also lead to a better understanding of gene—gene and gene—environment interactions in ASD.
Clearly, autism researchers, and ultimately individuals with ASD, may have a lot to gain from the study
of epigenetics, including the generation of robustly replicated epigenetic biomarkers for risk, diagnosis
and prognosis of ASD, which may also be used to monitor response to future interventions (Loke,
Hannah, Craig, 2015)».

4 CONCLUSIONS

Inclusion is never a stable outcome: it is a continuous process that fosters the evolution of the individual,
the school, the family, and all life environments connected to the person with special needs. Moreover, it
is not a linear process: at times it progresses swiftly, while in other cases it must retrace its steps due to
emerging limitations, contradictions, and shifts in scientific paradigms and in educational and therapeutic
practices. If there is one constant feature of inclusion, it is interdisciplinarity and ongoing collaboration
among the various agencies within the community: such collaboration is essential to overcome obstacles
and contradictions. Although schools and diagnostic services must operate according to laws, regulations,
and evidence-based protocols, it is not only individuals with ASD who may feel stuck, as illustrated by
Avriel’s story: professionals too may find themselves needing to step back, reflect, reassess, and reevaluate
and, when necessary, invent entirely new and untested educational procedures and teaching methods,
which are therefore inherently risky. Specifically, regarding ASD, as early as 2009 the Autism Education
Act recommended a multidisciplinary assessment and intervention, age-appropriate and embedded within
a dynamic diagnostic pathway (Autism Education Act, 2009). Just as schools are changing the way they
present themselves, evaluation criteria are also evolving: for several years now, studies have been
underway to adapt current diagnostic tools, leading to the development of an ASD assessment
questionnaire specifically designed for girls—the GQ-ASC (Attwood et al., 2020). The drafting of this tool
explicitly involves both the family and the school, at least in its Italian version (Neuro Escapes).

The Italian high school is a rich and important place of education, also with some contradictions: from
fourteen to nineteen years old, students who attend it experience three important moments. At sixteen,
compulsory schooling ends, which in the Italian system develops from six to sixteen; after sixteen,
continuing to attend school becomes a choice: it is a choice for students who, continuing in the same
high school, can aim for a diploma; it is a choice for the school that, from sixteen onwards, is no longer
obliged to accompany students and, from that moment on, becomes a school that selects and guides
towards adult life. The second important moment is turning eighteen, the age at which one becomes an
adult in Italy: during the penultimate and final year of high school, students interact with teachers 'adult
to adult,’ including those with special educational needs. The third moment is the completion of studies:
in Italy, this can be achieved with a diploma with legal value (which allows one to enter the workforce or
access university) or it can be concluded with the “skills profile”, a specific document for those following
a differentiated path, which reports the skills acquired over the five years; the skills profile does not have
the legal value of the diploma. Inclusive teachers in high schools must navigate these complex aspects,
and the questions they must answer are many: “include or select? Accompany until adulthood, or plan
for a diploma?” These are not trivial questions, because they shape the life project of individuals with
special needs: having a diploma means being able to work or go to university, but with what skills? With
what foundation will they face university exams? During a job interview, the human resources manager
looks at the educational qualification, not (only) at the presence of some disabilities. Promoting students
with special needs is a great responsibility: with that diploma, one day they will have to face life on their
own. Therefore, it is necessary that, along with the diploma, these students are aware of who they are,
their characteristics, as well as their limitations. It is essential for a specialized inclusion teacher to work
on tools and activities that can encourage creativity in students with disabilities. This is relevant because,
through participatory and/or laboratory activities, the student is facilitated to actively contribute to their
own learning process, self-awareness, and personal growth. Activities that encourage divergent thinking
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can be useful for improving the self-esteem and self-efficacy of students with disabilities because they
allow them to discover new ways of internalizing disciplinary content. Moreover, these activities help
create participatory study paths and relational systems that promote inclusion, a concept that is never a
goal but a continuous process, especially for individuals with autism spectrum disorder.
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