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Abstract
Authors discuss the topic of inclusion process in academic education from a semiotic and
dynamic perspective. Inclusive experience in educational and academic context is con-
structed through the personalization of the processes of sensemaking within a wider
cultural and shared social context. Authors have implemented an innovative tool for a
qualitative research about sensemaking processes. They create the upside down world
narrative methodology, namely, a double task of narrating one’s own experience in two
times, asking participants to turn upside down their narration. Such a device allows
grasping the inherent and constitutive ambivalence of each psychological process of
sensemaking. Results of semiotic narrative analysis show that inclusion appears narra-
tively articulated on two broadly generalized domains of sense as follows: the relationship
with others and the training path.

Keywords Semotics . Psychological sensemaking process . Oppositional meaning . Upside-
down-world

Introduction

The interest in academic inclusion is a current and central issue for every institution that aims
to ensure a serene and productive path of all those in academic education. This insertion is
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aimed at making possible the acquisition, the updating, and the development of professional
skills (to be understood as adaptable, renewable, and transformable throughout the entire
lifetime span) essential and necessary to boost those areas of great centrality and interest in the
current cultural and social discourse as follows: employability, social integration, active
citizenship, and personal fulfillment (Valerio et al. 2013).

In Italy, the centrality of this commitment has been recognized over time by many national
and European legislative amendments (Freda et al. 2010; Valerio et al. 2013) which intend to
protect the academic education of those weak categories of students (e.g., with different forms
of disability, in disadvantaged conditions, or simply undergoing a momentary phase of
discomfort) that encounter a greater burden of difficulties and obstacles in the performance
of university practices.

It should be noted that the demand for university education is a diversified demand, made
up of multiple needs of users, as subjects of law in accessing and using the educational offer. In
order to avoid processes of exclusion (in the variegated forms of abandonment, marginaliza-
tion, “nomadism” between the various institutions and educational institutions, etc.), the
specific needs must be integrated into orderly networks of functions aimed at supporting
and mediating actions without which they are resolved in substitute and subsidiary ways.

In cases of disability, for example, integrating the subject into the training circuit means
recognizing her specific needs, providing support but also ensuring the equivalence of the
university path. The criterion of equivalence indeed constitutes the balancing of this support, in
absence of which the university function of cultural training and professionalization would be
distorted towards functions of mere assistance and pure socialization (Rainone et al. 2010).

From a general point of view, the recognition of individual specificity represents therefore
the concrete possibility towards the realization of the institutional tasks of elaboration of
multiple personalized intervention strategies (Ianes 2005). Therefore we need human and
material mediators capable of responding to the diversification of situations, needs, and
abilities of the different students. Such mediators, as cultural tools, become effective in their
function as mind amplifiers (Canevaro 2005) and tools for regulating the relationship between
the individual, context, and planning (Rainone et al. 2010, p. 89).

In these sense, the inclusion topic has a more generalized and wider scope. In the perspective of
this work, we assume that the relationship individual/context/projectuality is a semiotic process of
construction of meanings (Salvatore 2016a; Valsiner 2014; De Luca Picione 2015a, 2015b, 2020a;
Freda 2008). Through the intersubjective construction of meanings—by different signs and sym-
bolic devices—people are indeed able to regulate social actions, to direct their actions, and to
mediate between their individual choices and the rules of the social context (Salvatore 2016a;
Valsiner 2007, 2014; Freda 2008; De Luca Picione and Freda 2012, 2014, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c).
This semiotic process of construction, development, and articulation of meanings is a process that is
not only confronted exclusively with the material constraints/current resources present and with
physical obstacles/supports but is also articulated in the intertwining of shared and contextual
cultural dimensions with the subjective positionings (affective and cognitive - De Luca Picione
and Freda 2016a, 2016c; De Luca Picione and Freda 2016a; Fossa et al. 2019a; Pérez et al. 2020;
Fossa et al. 2019b; Fossa et al. 2018) among other people within institutional frames.

In general terms, each person develops and regulates her own action with reference to a
contextual framework through the sensemaking process of her own experience. The network
of meanings that she constructs (through affective, cognitive, social, and cultural processes
recursion) works as an orientation in order to organize one’s relationships and actions within
the context. Recognizing the subjectivity of the person means considering the way in which he
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makes value and interprets her experience and the use she makes of it within a specific
intersubjective context.

Therefore, implementing the inclusion process involves not only considering the specific-
ities of the difficulties/constraints that are objectively measurable and recognizable but also
understanding the ways the person transforms these circumstances into meanings that regulate
and direct her actions, choices, and social relations within the university context (in her
participation in formal and informal activities, in relations with teachers, peers, and services
in general). This vision leads us to consider that the process of inclusion has a rather general
goal, as well as in different measures and gradients pertains to all the students as subjects that
are confronted at multiple levels (affective, cognitive, relational, agentive/strategic) with the
training institution and with the other social actors involved in it.

Academic Inclusion within a Semiotic Psychological Perspective

Since sensemaking process of one’s own experience is always a contextual and local process
of confrontation and social negotiation with multiple intertwining of meanings (De Luca
Picione and Freda 2012), we point out the possibility of semantic confusion and misunder-
standing, inherent in the terms of inclusion and integration.

Indeed the terms used for integration and inclusion convey the sense of unity, wholeness,
and totality. Specifically, the term integration has to do with “the integral” and “integrity” (in
the sense of “completing the missing part to achieve wholeness”), the inclusion has to do with
“the insertion,” the “reporting of an element/part/individual within a whole/group/category.” In
both meanings of the terms inclusion and integration, although there is a polysemic plurality,
there is a reference to the meaning of “unity,” of “totality.”

From the spatial and logical point of view, even if in a significantly and substantially
different manner, in fact the notions of integration and inclusion both address a relationship
among two entities between which somehow a relation of belonging and insertion is
established. If people had a two-dimensional and timeless constitution, then the representation
of “being a part of something”, of “being included in a whole” would fit very satisfactorily.
However, people are always struggling with development and learning processes, creating
future expectations, reformulating past memories, constantly experiencing contextual changes
and transformations, forming new bonds, and unraveling old relationships (De Luca Picione
and Freda 2016c; De Luca Picione and Valsiner 2017; Valsiner and De Luca Picione 2017).
This leads us to think that rather than having to deal only with similarity, identity, equality,
unity, and wholeness, people relate and confront each other with differences, diversities,
partiality, transformations, and all possible other radical forms of otherness (De Luca
Picione and Valsiner 2017). The common conception of the individual as spherical
(Eidelsztein 2015; De Luca Picione 2019; Heft 2013) refers to the idea of individuality as
indivisibility (from the Latin etymology “in-dividuus,” “not-divisible”). This representation
implies that the individual in himself is not internally divisible but is separable from the
outside, from the environment. In association with this vision, the ontological difference—that
a certain psychologizing vision promotes—between the internal world and the external world
is supported (De Luca Picione 2020b). Hence, the possibility of incorporating the individual as
a whole within a class, a whole, a category, and then group, institution, environment, etc.

In light of what has just been said, a person does not participate in her own experience
contexts in terms of container/content (namely, to be contained within a container). She
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participates within her contexts in dialectical terms, contributing to the reading and construc-
tion of a contextual framework that offers orientation and interpretability criteria (Salvatore,
2016a; Salvatore and Freda 2011; De Luca Picione 2020b). The same sense of belonging can
be read in the direction of a continuous negotiation/adhesion/re-negotiation of practices and
their meanings, that is, in the direction of a semiotic process that builds changing relational
forms between subject/ action/otherness/symbolic devices (Vygotsky 1978; Cole 2004;
Valsiner 2007, 2014; De Luca Picione 2015a). The dynamism of this process is guaranteed
by its very constitutive dialectical and dialogical nature (Marková 2003; Linell 2009; Molina
et al. 2013; Molina et al. 2015).

The Oppositional Semiotic Dynamics of the Sensemaking Process

In this section, we present some basic notions, within a psychological-semiotic perspective (De
Luca Picione et al. 2017, 2018; De Luca Picione 2020a, b, c; De Luca Picione et al. 2019;
Salvatore, 2016a; Valsiner 2007, 2014; Neuman 2003b, 2014) on the dynamics of
sensemaking processes. The construction of meaning and its expression are based on a
dynamic process based on the detection of differences and the emergence of a sense through
opposition (Abbey and Valsiner 2004; De Luca Picione and Valsiner 2017; De Luca Picione
and Valsiner 2017; Molina and Del Río 2009).

This principle based on differentiation and opposition as the foundation of every process of
meaning has a wide and consolidated diffusion in many scientific fields, from cognitive and
psychological sciences to structuralist linguistic approaches to biology and semiotics (Ugazio
2013; Valsiner 2007, 2014; Assaf et al. 2015; Bateson 1979; de Saussure 1922; Greimas 1983;
Sebeok 1998; Lotman 1985; Hoffmeyer 1996).

Detecting differences is the basic mechanism that generates meaning (Bateson 1979;
Lotman 1985; Neuman 2003a; De Luca Picione 2020c) which allows primarily experience
organization. Just think how much necessary1 some pairs of oppositions are as follows: first/
after (past/future), inside/outside (subject/object), and me/not-me (subject/otherness) (De Luca
Picione and Valsiner 2017; De Luca Picione et al. 2015; Valsiner 2014).

These differences constitute the beginning and the pillars for the construction of every
possible story and its questioning as follows: time, space, and the relationship between subjects
(these three aspects are at the basis of the “deictic process of indication,” see the Bühler’s
theory of language, Buhler 1934).

From a syntactic and semantic point of view, Algirdas Julien Greimas (1983) has carefully
highlighted, in his narratological studies, how the fundamental structure of the generation of
meaning is rooted in a process of basic differentiation. He argues that at the base of the
processes of sensemaking, there is an oppositional process that articulates a semantic micro-
universe governed by a series of fundamental differential relations (Traini 2013, p. 97).
Greimas uses the semiotic square (Fig. 1) as an analysis tool for reading texts and for
describing the processes of sensemaking.2 It is based on an abstract network of relationships

1 It is obvious that this is not considered sufficient for the development of a process of signification—whose
symbolic complexity in human being goes far beyond the detection of binary pairs of signification. Such
antagonistic couples are however constitutive of the sense of every experience, that is, they are the point of
anchorage and starting point for the contextual construction of experience and its meaning.
2 Let us remember, for example, that Greimas conducted researches on some fundamental oppositions such as
life/death, masculine/feminine, nature/culture, truth/lie, etc.
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as follows: opposition, contradiction, and complementarity. The terms within this model are
not substantially defined, but only for the relations they have with each other (Traini 2013, p.
99). It is worth to note that the semiotic square does not work only in terms of classification,
but mainly in terms of construction and complexification of the syntactic processes of sense
generation starting, from the basic operations of negation and affirmation. These operations
according to Greimas delineate paths and designate the embryonic conditions of narrativity3

(Traini 2013, p.105).
This model has a number of implications that are worth presenting and discussing. First,

from a psychological point of view, the process of sensemaking is not a purely cognitive
process and based on the principles of Aristotelian logic (considered as bulwarks of every pure
form of rationality and cogito). The development of polarities finds its foundation in the
affective dynamics of the subjects that differentiate and discretize different states of the world
starting from the affective matrix of each cognitive process (Matte Blanco 1975; Salvatore,
2016a; Valsiner 2014; Freda 2008; De Luca Picione 2015a, De Luca Picione 2017; Tateo
2016, 2018). This discretization is based on the simultaneous activation of two types of logic,
the one symmetrizing (which tends to homogenize) and the other asymmetric (which tends to
detect differences and build propositional relationships) (Matte Blanco 1975; Salvatore 2014,
2016a; Salvatore and Zittoun 2011). In front of the initial construction by opposition of one’s
own experience, we observe that both logics are active and cooperating. That is, we observe
the emergence of different polarized categorial sets (starting from affective activation), sepa-
rated from each other and therefore in an asymmetrical relationship.

According a logic of symmetrization, we have a homogenization and identity relationship
between all the signs within each set, generating an equivalence between all the parts and the
whole (Matte Blanco 1975).

We want to discuss an implication of this point. There are primary basic polarizations that
are founded on affective and bodily process as follows: pleasure/displeasure, active/passive,
and inner/outer (Salvatore et al. in press). Yet, we note that many secondarily semantic
polarizations do not have a universal, stable, lasting character. They are not absolute, although
somehow already proposed by their own cultural repertory of belonging. Therefore, we are
saying that each one informs her own field of experience through an idiosyncratic process of
opposition, given by local and contingent interaction with other people. According to this, for
example, the opposite of “good” does not coincide for all people with “bad,” but can find
multiple forms such as “bad,” “unpleasant,” “selfish,” “unfair,” “bitter,” “disagreeable,” and so
on. The examples that can be done are endless, but this discussion finds its basic principle in
the idea that people define and discretize their experience through linguistic categories (Barrett
2006), using them however not only according to the rules and prescriptions of their own code
and linguistic system (according to a logic of correctness and consistency, such as that of any
dictionary) but through the continuous and innovative fusion of a cultural and subjective
positioning in local and contingent interactions with the others.

Another point is at stake. We observe that the polarization process is a constitutively
dynamic and systemic process. According to Valsiner’s model of the systemic duality of signs
(Valsiner 2001; Valsiner and De Luca Picione 2017; Abbey and Valsiner 2007), each semiotic
mediator consists of an opposition between the “manifest” sign (A) and its opposite

3 According to Greimas, the narrative process is constructed by means of conversion processes going from deep
levels with more abstract, impersonal, and binary categories, to superficial levels characterized by more complex
categories (enrichment of sense) and concrete categories (actorialization, spatialization, temporalization).
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counterpart (non-A). All signs and words are good examples; they work in dialogical
opposition with their opposite background. The latter is necessary for the construction and
recognition of the former. The background (non-A) is a poorly defined field where only the
borders with the “manifest sign” can be determined (Valsiner and De Luca Picione 2017,
p.99).

A further elaboration, coherent and in continuity with what we are expressing, of the
semiotic dynamics of the signification process is proposed by Salvatore (2013, 2016a) on the
reciprocity and mutuality of the sign and its emergency field (as context and framework of
interpretation). Salvatore believes, in line with Peircean semiotics, that sensemaking process is
regulated by the continuous and reciprocal comparison between “signs in presentia” (SIP) and
“signs in absentia” (SIA); some combine to define and instantiate the others in a regenerative
and endless cycle. Sergio Salvatore (2013) defines the dynamic, relational, and bivalent
meaning:

The contextuality of signs is shown by the fact that the same sign may have many
contents. A way of appreciating the polisemy of signs is by recognizing that meaning is
inherently oppositional: to state the particular idea (a quality, an action, a condition…)
involved is to state the negation of the opposing idea – the statement that “something is
X” (“S is X”) means that “something is not something else that could have been instead
of X” (“S is not ‘opX’”). Thus, for instance, “S is a girl” means “S is not a boy.”
(Salvatore 2013, p. 25)

The bivalent aspect of the sign finds an interesting and useful conceptualization in the border
model (Tateo 2018; Tateo and Marsico 2019; Español et al. 2018; Marsico and Tateo 2017; De
Luca Picione 2020c; De Luca Picione 2017) as a semiotic device that allows sensemaking
processes starting from its capacity for differentiation and connection:

Tracing a border is an action of differentiation based on certain criteria. Hence, within
the new established entity (i.e. group, territory, category etc.) those units (i.e. individ-
uals, things, dimensions etc.) that meet the selected criteria will be included and acquire
a special value, while the others that do not have those characteristics will be excluded.
As a result, once a boundary is traced, it operates to strengthen this distinction, reducing
the internal differences and making possible the perception, construction or even the
invention of a homogeneous unit. (Marsico and Tateo 2017, p. 5)

Fig. 1 Greimas’ semiotic square
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The idea that a meaning is expressed in relation to another that is opposed to it is also
at the core of the systemic-relational model of psychotherapy of Valeria Ugazio (2013),
which defines the notion of semantic polarities as antagonistic polarities of meaning
through which each person, each family, and each group with its own story organizes
the conversation. These dimensions of antagonistic meaning define what is relevant for
each group, indicating that, with respect to the incessant and multiform flow of
experience, through a dialectical process, they orient to construct an episode, namely,
the minimum unit in which the discourse is articulated (Ugazio 2013). The semantic
polarities therefore orient how the communicative exchange will be constructed and on
what the narration will be centered. They represent dual category of reading of one’s
own and others’ behaviors and, as such, guide both action and dialog.

Methodology of Research and Development of the Narrative Device “the
upside down world”

The ideas and principles we have just explained—namely, at the basis of every
sensemaking process of one’s own experience, there is a polarization of meanings—
constitute the theoretical pivot of the development of the methodological framework for
our research on the experience of the university inclusion and the narrative device we
used. Believing that the semantic polarities constitute the beginning passage in the
discretization of the meaning of one’s own experience and that each person uses these
polarizations in an idiosyncratic and contingent way, we have indeed developed a
narrative tool aimed to study this kind of process, in order to explore the experience
of university inclusion. We have called this instrument “the upside down world,”
explicitly referring to the carnival situation studied by Bachtin (2012), as a way of
bringing together the opposites during the ritual carnival celebrations. During the
carnival, one can indeed observe how each canonical and cultural scheme is reversed,
leaving to coexist—in the popular and shared dramatization of the time of the ritual
event—the polarities that govern the human experience as follows: birth/death,
male/female, beauty/ugliness, old/young, high/low, poor/rich, etc. (Bachtin 2012; De
Luca Picione and Valsiner 2017; De Luca Picione and Valsiner 2017).

In our research, the use of this device involves two phases as follows: a first narrative task
consisting in the request to write one’s own experience of university inclusion and a second
narrative task asks the narrator to transform and flip one’s own written narrative into its
opposite (also this time in written form).

1. Tell me about a university inclusion experience of yours.
2. Turn your story into its opposite version. You are to flip your narrative into its opposite,

without believing that there is an opposite objectively valid for everyone.

Indeed, the idea of using the notion of opposition has already been used in other test devices
for psychosocial research, for example, the famous “semantic differential” of Osgood (Osgood
et al. 1957). This tool is used to quantify the emotional and affective reactions that an object
evokes on an individual level, and as such, it has been useful for detecting people’s attitudes.
The construction of this instrument requires that no questions are asked to the interviewee, and
for this purpose, a series of items are used: They consist of pairs of adjectives of opposite
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meaning (e.g., beautiful vs. ugly) among which we have a continuum with an ordinal rating
scale.4

The semantic differential therefore from our point of view recognizes the function and the
valence of the semantic polarization in the sensemaking process and the way in which the
interviewee places herself relating to some topics (chosen according to a criterion of relevance
for the research and defined by the researcher). However, in order to obtain statistically
measurable and computable results, he chooses to renounce the detection of those pairs of
opposites that guide the construction of meaning in the subjective and idiosyncratic experience
of each individual with respect to the context (which constitutes the specific relational ground
of our interest).

Returning to our choice of using a double narrative tool, based on the qualitative
detection of the sensemaking process, we believe that it is capable of catalyzing (Cabell
& Valsiner 2014; De Luca Picione and Freda 2014) the fundamental process of
opposition. It lets emerge those polarities of meaning that constitute the basic orienta-
tion in the narrative construction of one’s own experience in/between a cultural and
intersubjective context.

In a first exploratory phase on the possibilities of using this tool, we asked 8 students to
write their university experiences compared with the following five points separately as
follows: (1) relationship with teachers, (2) relationship with colleagues, (3) motivation that
led to the choice of the degree course, (4) job expectations after the conclusion of the studies,
and (5) major obstacles encountered in the course of study.

As these stories were concluded, we asked to re-write them shifting upside down. The
average time required for both tasks was between 30 and 45 min. At the end of the
narrative session, we asked the interviewees to express their opinion on this tool, on the
clarity of the delivery and on the difficulty in the execution. The feedback we received
was positive; the tool seemed clear in its requests; no specific difficulties were found in
recounting and in re-telling its own experiences; however, we found that asking too
many questions took too long, interfering in some cases with diligence and enthusiasm in
writing the last reversed narratives.

Ultimately, this experimentation phase showed that the tool allows multiple contents to
emerge, not at all taken for granted, and above all in the inverted narratives it was possible to
detect great creativity, innumerable ways of turning the contents upside down, leaving the
narrator great freedom of expression in syntax and semantics. The reversal, as opposed
narration, constituted for the researchers an interesting empirical support in phase of reading
and in phase of analysis and discussion of the meaning of the narratives. We verified that the
tool satisfactorily responded to our theoretical perspective and to that purposes for which it was
implemented.

We have named the produced narratives within the first task as “positive,” while we have
described the produced narratives within the second task as “negative.” This names, as it is
easily understandable, have no value or prejudicial connotations but take its cue from the
metaphor of photography and photographic film on which it is imprinted as negative.

Some short excerpts of narrations can be useful in order to clarify examples of double
narrative process:

4 According to the originators of the semantic differential, Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum (1957), it would be
possible to derive three distinct types of factors—deriving from a factorial analysis procedure. These factors are
valuation, power, and activity.
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First excerpt:

a) …I was lucky enough to relate to excellent teachers with whom I have been able to
establish excellent relationships from a human point of view. They have positively
developed my university education and are certainly a point of reference for future
professional fulfillment.

➔ Upside-down narrative process➔
b) The relationship with the professors has often been softer: too much distance and too little

human contact, certainly because of the size of the university ... and the current situation,
for the professors, of finding a relationship with different categories of students.

Second excerpt:

a) It did not take me very long to get to know and bond with other peers, who immediately
made themselves available to me.

➔ Upside-down narrative process➔

b) It took me a long time to get to know and try to bond with other peers, who, having never
seen me taking courses with them, did not give me the opportunity to integrate into their
groups, leaving me isolated and without having someone with whom I could create a
group of study..

Third excerpt:

a) The teacher created a participatory atmosphere to make us work in a group made up of
students with different aspects of personality.

➔ Upside-down narrative process➔
b) The teachers were inclined to greet only the well-off students, and in forming the group

work choices prevailed regarding the political class and belonging to the individual
students.

Fourth excerpt:

a) I felt inclusion as a common direction of adults towards a shared goal.

➔ Upside-down narrative process➔

b) The general objective was to excel at all costs, even at the cost of trampling on everyone
else.

Data Collection and Characteristics of Students Interviewed Narratively

We have collected 25 narratives in different study rooms of the biggest University of South
Italy, asking the availability of students and guaranteeing total respect for their anonymity. The
interviewed student population is quite heterogeneous, widely distributed among courses in
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humanistic and scientific studies (13 students of humanistic studies and 12 students of
scientific studies). All the students collaborated with great alacrity and in an interested manner
with respect to the double narrative task (it is worth to specify that the request to participate to
the research was not advanced by professors or teachers but by mates). Each form of
anonymity was respected, and participation was absolutely voluntary.

The average age of the sample was 23.5 years. Sixty percent of the respondents were male
students. As for the university career, it emerges that 13 participants out of 25 are in
compliance with the regular plan of examinations and 78% of them are satisfied with their
average profit.

Results

In the first instance, we analyzed the narratives of the first task (so-called positive narratives)
from a descriptive point of view in order to consider the vastness and heterogeneity of the
stories, in terms of who, when, where, and how.

& Protagonists. Who are the actants present in the narrative text?
& Times. In what times and moments is the narrated experience placed?
& Places. What are places involved in the narration?
& Events. During which occasion is the inclusive experience placed?

In this way, we have been able to point out that—with relating to the experiences of university
inclusion the actors involved, the temporal references, the spatial references, and the situations
recounted—the narrative material presents a great variability and a profusion of subjective
details that immediately let us glimpse how each student considers differently the notion of
inclusion with reference to one’s own experience. We report the results of this descriptive
analysis in the summary table (Table 1).

In a second phase of analysis, we analyzed the entire narrative corpus (obtained from the
first and second task) in the following way: Every couple of narrations (the positive narrative
with the negative counterpart) was analyzed by detecting the differences that emerged from
their comparison. Once the semantic content of these differences was identified and collected,
an abstraction and generalization was then carried out in order to allow a comparison between
the different results. This process of analysis and judgment took place through the work of
interpretation of three independent judges. Referring to the semiotic and dynamic perspective
of the sensemaking process adopted in our research methodology, we have therefore not
generalized the result starting from the referential content of the narrative, but we have
abstracted the “question”5 that emerged from the narrator’s own narrative when he transformed
it into its opposite (Table 2). That makes it possible to achieve two different but interconnected
aims as follows: (a) on the one hand, it allows to preserve the subjective specificity of each
narrative process (the specific, idiosyncratic, and contextual polar dynamics underlying the
narrative process of each narrator);( b) on the other hand, it allows to gain abstract results in
order to be comparable between the different collected narrations (Freda 2008; Salvatore,
2016a; De Luca Picione 2015a) (Table 2).

5 For the development of the formalization of a research methodology that uses abductive generalization, see De
Luca Picione 2015a, 2015b; Salvatore 2014, Salvatore 2016a, Salvatore 2016b; Salvatore and Valsiner 2010b)
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Table 1 Summary diagram of the descriptive analysis of positive narratives (first narrative task)

Narration
n

Actors Places Events Times

1 Colleagues of courses;
teachers

University; facilities
and laboratories

Formative relationship During the relations
with colleagues and
professors

2 Coetaneous peers;
professors; group

Old academic
context; new
academic context

University transfer Year prior to transfer

3 Psychologists; colleagues
and friends

Sessions with
psychologists;
university

Academic exam Post-exam syndrome;
many years

4 Rector; prefect; “guards”;
high school students;
university students;

Occupied space;
outside the police
headquarters;
rectorate

Manifestation “When we unify”

5 Students; small group Study rooms and
courses

“Suffering the social
difference”

Transfer to another
course of study

6 Hostess; luminaries of
ancient history;
professors; dear
colleagues;

classrooms Conference “The course of study
that I attend”

7 I;
We

Laboratory Activities of
laboratory

During the course of
study

8 Jury of investors Chamber of
commerce

Relevant event in
chamber of
commerce

During the course of
management of
business
development

9 Professor; students Classroom; institute Electric shock “In that precise
moment”

10 Group; professor: mates classroom History of justice
course; “group
sharing
experiences”

During the lesson and
during study hours

11 Professor; students Classroom Speeches appreciated
by the professor

Course

12 Professor; student groups Classroom Study groups During the course
13 Professor; cousins;

assistant professors;
people present in the
classroom

Faculty; classroom Examination of
accounting;

Examination of
accounting;
university career

14 Professor; students Classroom Lessons; group work In the period I
attended the lessons

15 Fellows; “recommended”;
girlfriend

“Muddy pond”;
environment of
medical university

“Impact with
university”; restart
to attend academic
courses

L’impatto con
l’università;

Ricominciare a
seguire i corsi

16 Boys and girls To study together During the university
17 Professor; unfortunate

students
Department; home Work of thesis At the end of the

course of studies;
“Secular (long) ex-

pectations”
18 We/me Classroom Actively contribute to

the transformation
of the classroom

During the course of
study

19 Group; friends Classroom Achievement common
goal

Master’s degree start

20 I; fellows Study classroom Exam
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Discussion

The results that emerged show a wide variety of themes involved in narrating the university
inclusion experience, going through different areas of activity with other students, with
teachers, with the provision of institutional services.

The descriptive analysis (Table 1) showed that in most of the narrations the actors involved
are the professors, colleagues, and the group; in some narratives, however, more specific
protagonists appear, such as the psychologists referred to in narration n.3, the rector and
prefect of n.4 or the theater company of n.22. Finally, in some cases the inclusion experience
refers more to a “family” dimension linked to girlfriends and cousins as occurs in the
experience of narratives n. 3, 13, 15.

The experiences of inclusion embrace a series of circumstances and moments, some more
recurrent such as passing an exam (narrations n. 3, 13, 20, 23, 25); others more punctual and
specific linked to “complementary and extracurricular activities” (narration n.21) such as
participation in international conferences, the Erasmus program of international mobility for
students, events, or even the sharing of an unexpected and disturbing event such as of a
terrifying lightning bolt during a lesson in the case of narration n.9.

Focusing on the places, as it is foreseeable, the privileged space referred to in the inclusive
processes is the classrooms where the lessons are held. However, inclusive experiences also
occur in other places, such as those of “power” as follows: the court (narration n.21), or the
police headquarters and the rectorate (narration n.4). We find figurative examples of places, as
in the case of the “muddy pond” to which the emphatic narrative of a medical student refers
(narration n.15). There are also “border” places and their passage as in the case of a transfer
from one university to another (narration n.2) or from one degree course to another (narration
n.5), the road (narration n.4), the stage of a theater (narration n.22), and the place of a
conference (narration n.6) or of an event that project to the future as in the case of an
engineering student dealing with a jury of investors in the chamber of commerce (n.8) or
even the case of an experience that cross a national border to reach another country (narration
n.24).

Table 1 (continued)

Narration
n

Actors Places Events Times

Beginning of the
second year of the
3-year course

21 I; professor Faculty of Law; law
court

Criminal procedure
course; attending
court hearing

Extracurricular
activities

22 Theater company;
colleagues; professor

Stage Knowledge of “theater
company of the
faculty of letters”;

show

First year

23 Professor; students “Academic world” Internship; thesis Course of studies
24 I Erasmus in Portugal Erasmus 7 months
25 Restricted circle of

students
Faculty of Law Chaos and

disorganization;
study to pass exams

During the lessons
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Table 2 Salient polarities emerged in the comparison between positive and negative narratives

Narration Fundamental polarities

1 Contact/dispersion
Idealism/evidence

2 Inside/out
Open/close
Immediacy/slowness

3 Working/unproductiveness
Self-depreciation/revaluation
Punishment/concession

4 Open/close
Lawful/irregular
Imposition/participation

5 Opportunities/impossibility
Difference/uniformity of the mass

6 Designation/voluntariness
Elitist folk
Singular/ordinary

7 Interest/boredom
Specificity/generic nature
Result/inconclusiveness

8 Interaction/presentation
Practice/theory
Innovation/obsolete
Opportunity offer/personal activation
Productivity/inconclusiveness

9 Ordinary/extraordinary
Fright/joy
End/recovery

10 Commitment/carefree
Burden/digestion

11 Interactivity/liabilities
Reciprocity/unilateral

12 Interesting/difficult
Engaging/boring
Intentional/occasional

13 Difficulty/easy
Contentment/dissatisfaction
Good/scarce

14 Participation/discrimination
Coexistence/the chosen
Exchange/closing

15 Impasse/recovery
Authenticity/rivalry
Luck/commitment

16 Being smart/being nerds
Togetherness/not loving each other
Support/withdrawal

17 Assiduity/occasional
Mandatory/voluntary
Stimulating/boring

18 Assets/liabilities
Collaboration/taxation
Contributing/abandon

19 Sharing/competition
Regret/satisfaction

20 Get involved/withdraw
Utility/disinterest
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The times showed in the narratives manifest a great variety. In some narrations, they are
more precise and delimited and take on the coordinates of a specific temporal frame as follows:
during the 7 months of Erasmus (n.24), in the first year (n.22), at the beginning of the second
year of the triennial (n. 20), at the beginning of the master’s degree (n.19), and at the end of the
study path (n.17). For other students, the temporal coordinates widen and become more
extensional to include several years and/or the entire university path up to that time. The
inclusive experience occurs for some “during all courses” in general, for others during the
attendance of a single course taught by a specific professor.

The temporal dimension sometimes condenses with other dimensions such as with the
space-place becoming an expression, a way of saying: “During university.” The time of
inclusion narratives seems not only to be a chronological time, restricted or dilated, but it is
also the time of relationship and context; paradoxically, time itself seems to lead us back to the
person’s encounter with the culturally and emotionally connoted context.6

The semiotic analysis of the double narration

From the comparison between the corresponding positive and negative narrations of each
student, we extrapolated those polar couples through which the inclusion process is signified
(Table 2). They have been abstracted (always reaching an agreement between three judges) in
order to be compared with each other later. These polarizations can be considered as the basis
of the signification process that the students presented in their narratives and provide us with
relevant information on the most salient issues through which they are dealing with the topic of
university inclusion.

6 Bakhtin elaborates the theory of the chronotope as a category concerning the interconnection of temporal and
spatial relationships within a text: “... in this term the inseparability of space and time is expressed ... Time here
becomes dense and compact and becomes artistically visible; the space intensifies and enters the movement of
time of the plot, of the story. The connotations of time are manifested in space, to which time gives meaning and
measure” (Bakhtin 2001, pp.231–232, our translation).

Table 2 (continued)

Narration Fundamental polarities

Trust/mistrust
21 Different/homogeneous

Direct approach/theory
Uncertainty/evidence

22 Retraction/involvement
Appreciating/detesting
Coordinating/improvising

23 Distance/collaboration
Equivalence/Disparity
Facilitating/complicating

24 Training/terrifying
Descent/ascent
Achieving/missing

25 Chaos/organization
Exception/majority
Representatives/apparatus
Restricted circle/most part
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Below we briefly list the salient nuclei of significance that emerged for each narration
through polarization. In particular:

In the case of the narrator n.1, the polar couples contact/dispersion and idealism/
realism connote the inclusion process as the possibility of establishing a direct, human,
concrete relationship with the teachers, considered indispensable for future professional
fulfillment.

For the narrator n.2, the polar pairs inside/outside, opening/closing, and immediacy/
graduality suggest that the inclusion process has to do with the continuity of the study path,
with its interruptions and changes, with the effort and the effort to build meaningful relation-
ships over time, and with respect to new contexts.

For the narrator n.3, the polar pairs work/unproductivity, self-depreciation/re-evaluation,
and punishment/concession organize the sensemaking of the inclusion process as linked to the
significant meeting with the psychologists who made it possible to pass an exam through a
process of self-appreciation.

For the narrator n.4, the polar pairs open/close, lawful/irregular, and imposition/voluntary
participation are the basis of the inclusive experience read in terms of closing and opening the
university institution and the definition of a “we” as opposed to the “you” beyond the
barricade.

For the narrator n.5, the polar pairs opportunity/impossibility and difference/uniformity of
mass connote the inclusive experience in terms of efforts to cancel social and economic
differences from others.

For the narrator n.6, the polar couples designation/volunteering, elite/common people, and
singular/ordinary are the basis of the story of an inclusion experience that is realized with the
possibility of being chosen by the professor to participate in an exceptional international
conference.

In the case of the narrator n.7, the polar pairs interest/boredom, specificity/genericity, and
result/inconclusive inform that the inclusive experience is linked to the participation in the
formative and profitable laboratory activities that when they fail they generate boredom and
inconclusive state.

For the narrator n.8, the polar couples interaction/presentation, practice/theory, innovation/
obsolete, offered opportunity/personal activation, and productivity/inconclusive constitute the
meaning matrix of the inclusive experience as a practical and active opportunity to get
involved.

For the narrator n.9, the ordinary/extraordinary, fright/joy, and interruption recovery polar
couples organize the meaning of the inclusive experience as a context of strong emotional
activation and sharing but which however is only temporary and not lasting compared with the
training experience.

For the narrator n.10, the polar couples commitment/carefree and burden/digestion are the
basis of the inclusive experience lived as a lightening of the workload through sharing and
collaboration in the group of colleagues-friends.

For narrator n.11, interactivity with the professor makes the training experience more
profitable as instanced by the polar couples who support this representation of inclusion as
follows: interactivity/passivity and reciprocity/one-sidedness.

For narrator n.12, the inclusion experience is understood as working in a group coordinated
by the professor making the study more stimulating and constructive. This meaning is based
on the polar pairs of meaning interesting/difficult, engaging boring, and intentionality/
occasionality.
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For the narrator n.13, the polar couples difficulty/easy, contentment/dissatisfaction, and
good/scarce organize the sensemaking of university inclusion by enhancing the presence and
closeness of family and friends in difficult and uncertain times.

The narrator n.14 reports the inclusive experience in terms of possibilities and openness to
diversity on the part of the teachers, rather than closing behind the discrimination and mistrust,
based on the polar couples participation/discrimination, coexistence/the chosen, and exchange/
closure.

For the narrator n.15, the experience of inclusion told how to be able to re-acquire self-
confidence, to re-start to follow courses, to re-start “taking exams” is based on the polar pairs
impasse/recovery, genuineness/rivalry, and luck/commitment.

For the narrator n.16, the polar couples are in the foreground being smart/being nerds,
togetherness/not loving each other, and support/withdrawal. They give meaning to the inclu-
sion experience told as the opportunity to meet people with whom to support each other in the
study and team up together to achieve a common goal.

For the narrator n.17, the polar pairs assiduity/occasionality, obligation/volunteer, and
stimulating/boring inform the inclusive experience takes the form of the integration of the
academic manuals with the practical learning experienced together with the professors.

For the narrator n.18, the polar pairs activity/passivity, collaboration/taxation, and
contribute/abandon found the story of the inclusive experience understood as not to suffer
the choices of others but to be able to collaborate and contribute in the creation of new spaces
and new ideas.

For the narrator n.19, we find the polar couples sharing/competition and regret/satisfaction
to signify the inclusive experience as collaboration with colleagues for a common direction
towards a shared goal.

For the narrator n.20, the polar couples get involved/retire, utility/disinterestedness, and
trust/distrust inform the inclusive experience as an active productive and relaunch moment, as
what can be the passing of an exam.

For narrator n.21, the polar pairs different/homogeneous, direct approach/theory, and
uncertainty/evidence connote inclusive experience as an active and practical experiential
process of learning and training.

For the narrator n.22, the polar couples move away/involvement, appreciate/hate, and
coordinate/improvise organize the meanings of the experience inclusive of an extracurricular
theatrical activity which, however, contributes to enhancing the training process.

For the narrator n.23, the polar couples distance/collaboration, equivalence/disparity, and
facilitate/complicate inform the story of the experience of inclusion in the relationship with the
teachers.

For the narrator n.24, the polar pairs formative/terrifying, descent/ascent, and achievement/
missing organize the narrative of the inclusive experience as the achievement of the educa-
tional objectives within an experiential scenario characterized by the implicit possibility of
difficulty and failure.

For the narrator n.25, the polar pairs chaos/organization, exception/majority, representa-
tives/apparatus, and restricted-circle/majority-part are the basis of the story of the inclusive
experience as the possibility of participation in training activities precluded to the majority of
students without that this extension translates into disorder and confusion.

Lately, university inclusion emerges as a polysemic notion; each student points out a wide
range of contents and idiosyncratic elements that personalize his or her inclusion experience.
The sensemaking process contents of the inclusive experience are contingent, specific, and
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contextual elements that are organized starting from the contextual subject/alterity/ culture
relationship (Freda & De Luca Picione 2014; De Luca Picione 2015a, 2015b; Salvatore and
Valsiner 2010a).

The polarization of meanings has allowed us to grasp the more subjective dimensions of the
narrative process. Meanwhile, by abstracting a series of general questions, we are interested in
elaborating a further generalization step. We have identified two macro-areas that are some-
how capable of representing the focal point of the inclusive process:

1) The purpose. We have included here the polarities that refer to the educational and
formative goal of the university experience.

2) The positioning. By it we refer the polarities relevant to the relational movements and the
mutual definitions of self-other.

Referring to the purpose, the recurrent polarities are those that refer to activity/passivity,
stimulating/boring, and profitable/useless. In fact, it has emerged that university experience
is considered inclusive when the theoretical dimension is supported by experiential and
laboratory training courses, which respond to the objective of developing skills that can be
spent in professional fields. The result of the recurrence of these polarities underlines the
importance of the training process compared with its ability to support a professional devel-
opment process. “The university becomes inclusive” in the students’ narratives when it creates
bridges between present and future, when it connects the training experience with the working
future and supports the student’s goal of becoming active and participant in his/her training
path in the context and beyond a passive and fulfilling user.

Dealing with the positioning domain—which includes the polarities that describe or
characterize the student and the other formative protagonists and the relationships between
them—the most frequent semantic oppositions are as follows: opening/closing and distance/
collaboration. They point out, as recurring and salient positioning ways, the importance of
sharing and exchange both within the small group and the importance of direct contact and
recognition by the institution. On the one hand, the training commitment becomes overwhelm-
ing if you do not have a group with which to share the work and its weight, with which to
enjoy a few moments of light-heartedness. On the other hand, there was also a difficulty in
defining oneself as individual subjects with respect to the institution, the mass, and the
multitude perceived as distant, “closed,” and chaotic. The group identity and its internal
relations act as a buffer which softens and negotiates distances.

It is worth to highlight that the domain of purpose and the domain of positioning are not
strictly separated areas of inclusive experiences. There is a strong link between these two
domains. They can consider as mutually feeding and strongly interrelated each other. The
positioning between other social actors (professors, colleagues, mates, tutors, etc.) works as a
process of construction of professional identity that orients and guides towards achievements
of purposes. At same time, the chosen purposes (construction of skills and abilities) define
specific ways to shape one’s one positioning.

Conclusions

By a narrative study and by the use of the double-narration tool that we have named “the
upside down world,” we have considered how the inclusive experience is constructed through
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the personalization of the processes of sensemaking within a wider cultural and shared social
context. The global analysis of the narratives shows that the inclusive experiences represent a
positive and fertile development when the two macro-areas/trajectories of sensemaking (posi-
tioning and purpose) meet.

The work of reflection and analysis of the double narratives collected allows us to make a
reading of the subjective experience of university inclusion.

The used semiotic narrative device allowed to observe, analyze, and discuss the process of
sensemaking starting from the differential/oppositional relationships of meaning that we have
triggered through the process of reversal of the narratives. In fact, the second narrative
delivery, “Turn your story into its opposite version. You are invited to turn your narrative
upside down in its opposite, without believing that each meaning corresponds to an objectively
valid opposite”, has allowed a confrontation with the polysemy of meaning due to the infinite
possibility of associating a single word and more precise and rich keys for the analysis of
sensemaking processes.

The narrative path of research in different phases—first descriptive one and then reversal
one—made use of a semiotic analysis process that investigated both the superficial/concrete
level of the narrative experience and the more abstract and meaningful level (Greimas 1983;
Thom 1988; Bundgaard & Stjernfelt, 2010; De Luca Picione and Freda 2016b), capturing the
binary and oppositional processes of formation and construction of sense.

The experience of academic inclusion has been explored thanks to the work of coding,
analysis, and discussion of semiotic polarities, that is, thanks to the identification and recog-
nition of the semantic oppositions from which the sensemaking processes of the narrator
students have been organized.

In summary, university inclusion appears narratively articulated on two broadly generalized
domains of sense as follows: the relationship with others and the training path. On the one
hand, the relationship with others refers to the collaboration, the possibility of interaction, and
the connection with colleagues that can take place both in terms of “openness to the other” and
of “sharing objectives for achieving a common goal.” On the other hand, the relationship
dimension of inclusive experience also finds expression in terms of “group closure” where the
processes of belonging and group identification can constitute the way of protection against
dispersion, identity dilution, anonymity, and fragmentation towards the institution.

Another relevant aspect pertains to the integration of the oppositions between “theoretical
approach” and “experiential approach” in the training path; the former refers to old habits,
passivity, and something not innovative; the latter refers to modern interest, results, and
discovery of the new but also to an “exceptionality,” which is unfortunately not always present
in one’s study programs. It is also important to note that with respect to the issues of
relationship with others and training, the figure of professors and teachers is a connection
point felt to be very significant and decisive. Contact, reciprocity, and the relationship with
professors are brought in the foreground inasmuch those are symbolized as “place” of learning
(especially in the form of university research, laboratory experiences, connections between
research and private entrepreneurship but also in humanistic and social studies, e.g., theater
activities and international congresses for the matters of history and literature), indispensable
for achieving the final goal of increasing one’s knowledge base and of knowing how to use
them.

Furthermore, some semantic polarities have allowed to emerge trajectories of sensemaking
that somehow seemed to be forever overcome since they appear as outdated in the Italian
socioeconomic-cultural scenario. Those couples show issues about social class habitus,
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economic status, and conditions of discrimination relating to higher education and economic
dimension of departure (e.g., participation/discrimination, social difference/mass, coexistence/
the chosen, elite/common people).

From the students’ perspectives, a general idea of inclusion emerges as having the
“possibility” of creating links between the educational and professional experience
where “the University” (considered as a border of passage between olders and
youngers and professors and students) becomes inclusive when the educational expe-
rience becomes a space-time context in which to grow personally, relationally, and
professionally to “feel alive and active” in sharing a purpose together with one’s
peers.
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