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Abstract

The article examines the integration of the narrative approach, Life Designing, and Universal Design
for Learning (UDL) (Rose, 2000) in the Italian educational system to promote the inclusion of students
with disabilities. Introduced from early childhood, these approaches foster resilient identities and
educational equity through assistive technologies and flexible teaching. The narrative approach
supports identity development through storytelling (Bruner, 1990), while Life Designing encourages
adaptability and proactive career planning (Savickas et al., 2009). Their integration creates inclusive
environments that value diversity and prepare students for workforce challenges, contributing to a
more just society.

Keywords: inclusion; didactics; Life Designing; narration; Universal Design for Learning.
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1. Introduction

In the current Italian educational landscape, inclusion is a central goal that requires strategies to
recognize and value the uniqueness of each student. Within this theoretical framework, the narrative
approach (Bruner, 1990) and the Life Designing paradigm (Savickas et al., 2009) emerge as powerful
pedagogical tools to support the construction of a strong identity and the planning of a meaningful
life path for all.

The autobiographical narrative approach is based on the idea that personal stories are not merely
accounts of past experiences but constructs through which individuals assign meaning to their lives,
developing self-awareness, aspirations, and aptitudes. When applied in education, this method
enables students to deeply reflect on their experiences, fostering a more integrated understanding
of their identity.

Similarly, the Life Designing paradigm, developed by Savickas and Guichard, promotes a proactive
approach to life planning (Biancalana & Canevaro, 2019), which is particularly relevant for individuals
with disabilities. This framework emphasizes the ability to design and adapt one’s life path, facing
transitions and challenges with resilience. Autobiographical narrative techniques integrated with Life
Designing provide a theoretical and practical framework to support personal and professional growth
in inclusive educational contexts.

This article aims to analyze the effectiveness of integrating the autobiographical narrative approach,
applicable to all students from early education, with Life Designing and Universal Design for Learning
in the Italian educational context. It seeks to understand how these three approaches can foster
inclusive education that enhances self-awareness. Through theoretical analysis and intervention
models, the article offers practical insights for Italian schoolteachers engaged in designing inclusive
schools.

2. Guidance processes and analysis of the contemporary Italian educational context

Guidance constitutes a distinct educational construct, grounded in the significance of formative
experiences in shaping an individual's life trajectory and fostering appropriate responses to
developmental tasks and challenges. From this perspective, guidance is conceptualized as a dynamic
process through which individuals develop the capacity to integrate knowledge and experiences,
narratives and meanings, as well as internal and external dimensions, thereby aligning personal needs
with contextual realities (Priore, 2024).

Currently, guidance processes unfold within a landscape marked by a crisis of values, a lack of solid
reference points, and forms of liquidity and plurality (Bauman, 2000) that hinder the establishment of
a clear taxonomy of life design processes. The social representation of the future, steeped in
uncertainty, has shifted from a "future-as-promise” to a "future-as-threat" (Benasayag & Schmit,
2004). Moreover, as Bencivenga (2017) notes, a "disappearance of thought" or the prevalence of
superficial thinking appears connected to an anthropological shift. This highlights the growing
difficulty among younger generations in analyzing the world and themselves, taking time to imagine
possible futures, and engaging in proactive planning and change. Galimberti (2007) had already
identified the educational need to integrate cognitive and emotional dimensions, fostering "reflective
cooling" to guide young people toward reflective thinking and conscious self-management.

Thus, guidance processes, unfolding beyond established frameworks, present increasingly complex
challenges centered on the continuous redefinition of identity. Pedagogical analysis of the
educational processes underlying life design prioritizes the conditions that enable individuals to
balance internal needs with environmental demands, achieving authentic self-expression. Education
systems must assume responsibility for designing guidance actions responsive to emerging needs,
rather than fragmenting them into isolated moments or focusing solely on specific problems (Cunti &
Priore, 2020; Riva, 2022).

This involves giving meaning and credibility to the future through the development of life-oriented
competencies, such as nurturing aspirations, activating critical self-reflection, and consciously
managing choices. In a knowledge society, where the aim is to foster "employable” and "competitive"
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individuals (Jarvis, 1987), knowledge and competencies become vital resources that enable
individuals to align thinking, feeling, and acting with their environment (De Carlo, 2013, pp. 237-238).
In complex societies, guidance processes gain significance when they support individuals in
navigating life contexts, fostering empowerment and the development of adaptive, proactive, and
critical thinking skills. Higher-order competencies, such as strategic and reflective critical thinking,
play a key role in guidance. Among these, "learning to learn" stands out as a core competence for
organizing and applying knowledge for life design and for exploring and developing one’s potential.

3. The use of the narrative device

The disappearance of stable structures and predictable life trajectories has shifted guidance toward
individualizing life paths, requiring methodological tools that support individuals in valuing and
integrating experiences into their life stories (Priore, 2018). From a narrative perspective, self-
interpretation and the perception of the world are central to life-design processes (Guichard, 2005,
2012; Savickas, 2014, 2015), which focus on identity construction across the multiple roles individuals
assume within broader ecosystems.

By reorganizing fragmented experiences, self-narration becomes a key reflective tool in guidance. In
recent decades, guidance practices have undergone a paradigm shift, aligning with the narrative turn
and adopting a more qualitative approach. Autobiographical narration now holds a central role in life
construction (Bruner, 1990; Ricoeur, 1983), fostering constructive and dialogical reflection on
identity-described as "making oneself self" (Guichard & Pouyaud, 2015)-as it is both produced by and
inherent to the individual.

The narrative approach in guidance develops reflective skills essential for critical self-observation,
enabling individuals to recognize their strengths and limitations. Narrative exercises help interpret
identity, navigate diverse experiences, and strengthen agency in seeking and constructing meaning.
They encourage exploring possible roles, imagining future scenarios, and transforming desires into
achievable life and career paths.

Narrative methodologies in guidance, particularly in career counseling, are supported by models such
as Narrative Career Counselling (Mcllveen & Patton, 2007), which promotes deep, critical reflection
beyond merely identifying interests, needs, and skills (Mcllveen & Patton, 2006). From an auto-
ethnographic perspective (Mcllveen, 2008), personal stories are central to individual development
and vocational work through reflective exercises (McMahon & Patton, 2006; Watson, 2006).
Narrative Career Counselling has evolved into storytelling-based guidance (McMahon, 2006;
McMahon & Watson, 2010, 2012), which explores identity through contextual and cultural dimensions
and emphasizes key constructs (McMahon & Watson, 2013):

- Connectedness: the influence of contextual factors on career choices;

- Meaning-making: the process of understanding and generating meaning from stories to
identify core themes;

- Agency : the individual’s role in shaping their identity.

Through re-signifying personal experiences, narration fosters transformative learning (Mezirow &
Taylor, 2009) and the development of transversal skills, including emotional competencies. These
skills are crucial for creating life projects that align with all aspects of the self.

4. Theoretical foundations of Life Designing

The Life Designing paradigm marks a major advancement in career guidance and life planning,
offering a modern framework to address today’s complexities. This evolution stems from Parsons’
formula (1909), which aligned individual abilities and interests with occupational demands. It later
evolved into the person-environment fit theory and Holland's (1997) vocational choice congruence
theory, enhancing self-awareness and labor market understanding for effective career matching.
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With shifting labor market dynamics, the 21st century moved from organization-centered to
individual-centered models, leading to Savickas' (2005) Career Construction Theory. This theory
supports individuals in shaping their careers through brief personal narratives, which are
deconstructed and reconstructed into broader life stories, co-creating their professional future.
Savickas (2005) also introduced a distinct career counseling model emphasizing interpersonal
processes, aligning with Super’s definition:

«...the process of helping a person develop and accept an integrated and adequate self-concept and their
role in the world of work, test this concept against reality, and translate it into reality, benefiting both the
individual and society... » (Super, 1988, p. 92).

Career construction counseling complements, rather than replaces, traditional guidance and
education by offering a holistic, person-centered approach. A modern career guidance paradigm
must integrate biographical work and identity development, emphasizing employability, adaptability,
emotional intelligence, and lifelong learning.

The Career Construction Theory (Savickas, 2015) addresses modern challenges such as occupational
restructuring, workforce transformation, and multicultural demands. Life Designing, a core element
of this paradigm, provides a framework for building coherent, fulfilling lives through proactive and
reflective planning. It uses narrative as a tool for constructing self and career, encouraging reflection
on life stories to inform decisions and future plans.

A key innovation of Life Designing is its adaptability to contemporary challenges. It fosters resilience
and equips individuals to navigate life transitions with greater awareness and confidence.

This approach integrates personal and professional dimensions, recognizing the connections
between life experiences, relationships, and work-factors that shape identity. It encourages
individuals to consider all aspects of life in their planning.

The Life Designing paradigm offers both a theoretical framework for career construction and a
practical approach to designing meaningful lives. It emphasizes flexible, future-oriented planning,
empowering individuals as active agents in their development.

Life Designing practitioners use the Career Story Interview, a narrative tool with open-ended
guestions that explore life experiences and form coherent narratives. These stories often highlight
transitions or deviations from expected paths, using narrative to interpret change (Bruner, 1990).
Emerging themes reflect evolving perspectives, giving personal meaning to past experiences,
present realities, and future aspirations.

5. Guidance practices in Italian schools: integrating approaches for an inclusive
perspective

The integration of the narrative approach, particularly biographical narration, with the Life Designing
paradigm creates a theoretical and practical synergy that fosters inclusive and personalized education.
Both methods aim to develop resilient, self-aware identities through reflection and intentional life
planning. In educational contexts, this combination offers effective strategies to support students in
achieving self-awareness and constructing meaningful life projects.

The biographical narrative approach, through life storytelling, enables students to explore and articulate
their identities. Narration builds a cohesive sense of self by giving meaning to experiences and reflecting
on aspirations. The Life Designing paradigm complements this by providing a structured framework to
organize these experiences into a continuous growth process.

This integration is particularly effective in inclusive education, where diverse experiences demand
flexible, personalized methods-especially for students with disabilities. However, implementing
autobiographical narration and Career Story Interviews can be challenging due to limited adaptations for
full inclusion, highlighting the need for the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Rose, 2000).

UDL fosters inclusive environments where all students, regardless of abilities, actively participate and
benefit from education. Achieving this requires collaboration among parents, teachers, and social and
healthcare services to support students in future planning. Education, as an ongoing process of self-
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perception and self-assessment, becomes a valuable opportunity for lifelong guidance and personal
development.

The Life Designing paradigm and the narrative approach share a vision of education as continuous
identity construction. Through reflection, individuals give meaning to life paths and actively plan their
futures. This integration not only enhances self-awareness and life planning but also promotes inclusion,
ensuring students with disabilities fully engage in learning.

In Italy, guidance begins in preschool by fostering emotional recognition and expression, crucial for
identity development (Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1978). Developmental theories (Bandura, 1977; Erikson,
1950; Freud, 1905; Pavlov, 1927; Piaget, 1952; Skinner, 1938; Vygotsky, 1978; Watson, 1924) emphasize the
importance of symbolic play and social interaction in cognitive and emotional growth. Activities like
symbolic drawings or timelines encourage reflection and peer engagement, fostering inclusive
development (James, 2017).

In primary school, students deepen narrative and reflective skills. Autobiographical narration consolidates
identity and self-awareness (Bruner, 1996). Diaries for recording experiences support reflection and
emotional processing, while storytelling fosters expression and mutual understanding, aligning with
Bruner's view of narration as central to understanding human experience.

In middle school, guidance becomes more complex as students explore interests and aspirations (Erikson,
1968). In high school, the focus shifts to preparing for work and adulthood. Professional autobiographies
help link educational and work experiences with future goals (Savickas, 2014).

The Life Designing paradigm emphasizes narrative career construction, encouraging individuals to
reorganize experiences into career paths. Integrating Life Designing with Career Portfolios is crucial,
guiding students to document skills, experiences, and goals for future careers.

Combining the narrative approach and Life Designing, supported by UDL, is essential. UDL designs
educational materials and strategies to be accessible to all students by default, ensuring participation and
learning for everyone. This approach ensures all students can develop self-awareness and engage in
active life planning, overcoming barriers that hinder full participation for students with disabilities. Work,
as a core aspect of identity construction, remains central to this vision.

In conclusion, integrating the narrative approach and Life Designing, reinforced by UDL, provides a strong
foundation for inclusive and equitable education. Adhering to UDL principles ensures that all students
have the resources to design meaningful life paths and actively engage in their educational journey.

6. Conclusions

The integration of the narrative approach and the Life Designing paradigm, reinforced by the
pedagogical framework of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), offers an innovative perspective
within contemporary educational contexts.

UDL functions as a flexible framework for reflection and the advancement of educational practices
toward more effective and inclusive learning. This approach moves schools beyond rigid curricula and
standardized models, centering instead on individual students, their personal pathways, and their
potential. It promotes intentional teaching practices within engaging and accessible learning
environments.

The proposal to implement inclusive actions through UDL arises from critical reflection on how this
paradigm can be effectively applied in educational practices, acknowledging the Italian school
system's long-standing commitment to inclusive education.

The adoption of these approaches in schools would not only support all students in developing self-
awareness and constructing meaningful life projects but also foster the transversal skills necessary
for building a more promising future. By implementing flexible teaching methodologies, universally
accessible learning environments can be cultivated, recognizing and valuing each student’s
unigueness (Sgambelluri, 2023).

This integrated educational model has the potential to strengthen students’ self-esteem and
resilience, equipping them to face future workforce challenges with confidence. Ultimately, the
convergence of these approaches offers a concrete response to diverse educational needs, fostering
personal growth within a more equitable and inclusive society.
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