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The right to education in every context of 
life: the school and the didactic innovation 
in adults penitentiary reality
Maria Rita Mancaniello

ABSTRACT 
In the Italian prison reality, the school activities of every order and degree have 

been guaranteed by law since the end of the 70s of the last century. The present con-
tribution intends to stimulate a critical reflection on the dimensions of educational 
action in complex social situations such as that of prison.

The contribution wants to offer an opportunity to rethink paths and tools of 
educational planning in relation to the use of new training methodologies, such as 
the theatrical methodology in its different modalities and its specific styles.

It is difficult to satisfy the needs of treatment, orientation, social integration 
and re-education and at the same time develop formal knowledge. The active and 
participatory methodologies of the theater can be useful for the change of the con-
text of life.

Keyword
Adult education, theatrical methodologies, school in prison, innovation, 
participation.
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The penitentiary school: between didactics and guaranteeing the 
right to learning

The reflection about education and school didactics has an initial pre-
sumption. We are asked to focus our education action on the subject and 
his learning potential that allows him to develop knowledge trough mak-
ing contact, elaborating and transforming symbols and the environment 
knowledge. The educational action has as a source of knowledge the rela-
tion between the subject and the environment. Because of this, the educatio-
nal action, generates significant learning only if it comes from a continuous 
experience. All individuals, when starting a formal education experience, 
bring implicit and informal knowledge coming from their previous experi-
ences. This pattern leads towards the creation of engaging and open-mind-
ed didactical situations, also trough experiences of collective knowledge 
building where personal learning becomes the heritage for building new 
intergroup connections (Strollo 1997). 

Inside Italian correctional facilities, school activities of any level are 
guaranteed by the law since late 1970’s. The Penitential Ordinance and the 
execution rules include the arrangement of mandatory school courses and 
professional training, while for high school education there are memo-
randums of understanding for their launch between the Ministry of Jus-
tice and the Ministry of Education and the agreement between the Local 
Education Authority and the Regional Provider of penitentiary adminis-
tration. All Italian penitentiaries follow an organization pattern where a 
Didactical Commission is provided. The Didactical Commission is com-
posed by different expertise (Director, Pedagogy responsible and teachers) 
that work towards the inmate re-educational path. They have to define an 
individual learning project for all inmates that wish to participate to learn-
ing activities (Benelli 2012). 

The 34th article first subparagraph of the Italian Constitution says: 
“school is open for all”, recognising everyone’s right of using the public 
service offered by the Italian State (as described in the 33rd article second 
subparagraph) to satisfy educational needs. The article goes on specifying 
how secondary school is mandatory and free and has to be provided for 
at least 8 years, nowadays has been extended to 10 years by the law (n. 9, 
January 20th 1999, G.U. n. 21, January 27th 1999). The article specifies that 
this right is extended to the “highest studies”, for all individuals, capable 
and worthy, even if they can’t afford it as specific grants are set in order 
to overcome economic inequalities that can prevent from the use of this 
service. The article 33 of the Italian Constitution (involved in the article 
21 about freedom of expression) about “art and science freedom”, “infor-
mational right” and “health protection” (Constitutional Court sentence 
of December, 7th, 1994 n. 420) highlights an overview where is underlined 
the psychological, intellective and physical welfare right even if detained, 
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where personal growth through activities that can enrich people is an inte-
gral part. It is important to deliver tools for the fulfilment of the mandatory 
school to those who enter the penitential circuit, guaranteeing individual 
educational paths that respond especially to the “week subjects” needs. 
First of all, alphabetization as the Directive n.22 of February, 6th, 2001 of the 
Public Education Ministry establishes. 

The academic year 2014-2015 stats show how the Italian facilities 
schools attendance is growing. The stats say that 1.139 studies courses have 
been launched, with a total of 17.096 subscriptions. CILS courses (Ex. Al-
phabetization) have been 212 with a total of 2.966 subscriptions of which 
2.753 foreigners. The percentage of promotion is 38,4%. 

Regarding CA courses (Ex. Primary School) in Italy have been launched 
182 courses, with 2.860 subscribers, 1.947 foreigners that led to a promo-
tion percentage of 37,2%. The higher education courses (Ex. 1st grade CSI 
Secondary School) is active with 311 courses and 4.801 subscribers (2.397 
foreigners) and a promotion percentage of 30,8%; 434 CS courses (Ex. 2nd 
grade Secondary School) have been launched with 6.649 subscribers, 1.410 
foreigners and a promotion percentage of 52,4%. 

The penitentiary school, through the Ministerial Ordinance 455/97, has 
been competing with the Permanent Territorial Centres (CTP) that have 
been taking care of adults education, working towards specifics expertise 
and for a professional re-qualification.

Since last academic year (2014-2015) new Provincial Centres for Adults 
Education (CPIA) have been launched. These new centres perform the 
functions that Permanents Territorial Centres (CTP) and evening courses 
schools use to do. Their activities are based on the right of an Adults Educa-
tion (EDA) system and a lifelong learning as stated during the 5th UNESCO 
International Conference held in Hamburg (July 1997) that led to the sub-
scription of a document that focuses on education for all adults in the world. 

Regarding mandatory school and professional education, are provided 
and ruled by the Penitentiary Ordinance and the executional laws, second-
ary education courses launched through memorandum of understand-
ing between the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Education and the 
agreement between the Local Education Authority and the Regional Pro-
vider of penitentiary administration.

The teaching profession in the penitentiary school

To be able to teach in a special and specific reality like the penitentiary 
institution, teachers have to be employed at the public school, but a specific 
education or training is not provided, neither a method or one about the 
adults educational relation. The educational activities rely just on the ability 
of the teacher to adapt didactical methods and educational encouragement 
to a reality where the security paradigm restricts technological support or 
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ICT (Information and Communication Technology) aid for adults educa-
tion, with a lack of significant teaching-learning processes (Orefice 2011).

In this context, the risk of developing a weak educational process and a 
rather toothless learning path is high. This is the reason that calls on foster-
ing methods that allow a real building process for new knowledge while 
using the best opportunities coming from reflections elaborated in the ped-
agogic-didactical field. 

In a paradoxical logic – as the prison shows in the guise of Institution 
and as set social goals – penitentiary school reality works as a “workshop” 
where is easier experimenting artistic practices today seen as necessary, and 
sometimes essential, when talking about subject education and his basic, 
specific and transversal skills development (Lizzola, Brena, Ghidini 2017).

This contribution wants to stimulate a critic reflection on the dimen-
sion of education action towards complex social situations like in prison, 
giving the chance to re-think educational planning paths and tools related 
to the use of new educational methods, like the theatrical method in his 
different ways and specific styles. Compared to other working methods 
on adults teaching-learning processes, the benefit of the theatrical method 
in education is to think at the educational moment as a “workshop time”, 
where every adult can experiment himself on a better self-communication 
and on communicating with others. Body language, expressive arts and 
communication languages like photography and video production in both 
traditional way of work documentation and research of new approaches to 
these techniques, allow the subject to feel active and to communicate with 
the reality, that during the detention, remains mostly just a thought rather 
than rarely experienced (Costantino 2016).

The participatory methodologies for an interdisciplinary school

The construction of the didactical method in prisons reality and peni-
tentiary school activities is both Constructivism and Metacognitive theo-
retically and methodologically oriented. The core of the didactic is about 
the learners who learn through their cognitive potential and gets in touch 
with reality by transforming, elaborating and processing sings and rela-
tionships in different settings. 

The group‘s methodology is a participated and a relational approach. 
Such approach refers to either the proposals of tools construction and the 
reflections concerning education and school experience in prison. Follow-
ing the relational orientation, the subject’s educational experiences take 
part of a bigger part of reality including either the different relational and 
experiential contexts and the local territory as concrete set of life too. A dy-
namic relational perspective provides a more accurate picture of the world, 
and guides us toward more helpful ways of living.
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According to the relational perspective a global educational approach has 
to be used to focus on the connection among subject’s education and external 
reality (which has got its own specifies at detainment). In this way, the edu-
cational issue is studied by the connections put on in every experience of life.

The Participatory dimension resumes the premises of the relational 
model and it is adapted to the relations, consciousness activated and infor-
mally developed among subjects’ knowledge, local knowledge, teachers’ 
knowledge and disciplines. Participation is a constituent element of cogni-
tive processes and refers to emphatic aspects of the knowledge construc-
tion and management (Orefice 2006).

Learning is not a transfer of contents from teacher to learner. Learners 
cannot acquire new information if they are not able to relate new knowl-
edge to their own processed knowledge and their real life experience. Eve-
ry learning is useless and irrelevant if the learner does not perceive this 
kind of connection among his knowledge and if different knowledges do 
not connect to each other. These specific working methods require a huge 
willingness from teachers and educators to dialogue between them and 
trying not to be self-referential but fostering an active dialogue among dif-
ferent disciplines and different arts (Buccolo 2015).

A participative method, interdisciplinary, through which can be differ-
entiated the educational proposal, based on participant subjects different 
needs, becoming an incentive for self-knowledge and a chance to get in-
volved as a possibility of comparison and relations with others. This work-
ing method requires involving subjects while learning directly in the whole 
planning process, starting from a real interest and from needs definition or 
facts considered as relevant towards the construction of possible solutions 
or shared actions, until assessment and successive re-planning, stimulat-
ing students to a sharing and responsibility process, not always possible 
through other teaching ways. Such educational process requires a contin-
uous re-elaboration, reflection and content assessment and a systematic 
analysis of the educational and animation patterns that are possible to be 
structured in every reality and every specific context. Satisfying needs of 
treatment, orientation, social integration and re-education on one hand and 
formal knowledge development on the other hand, is extremely complex, 
but the challenge is that participative and active methods from theatre can 
be used as an engine for changing life context and subjective shift. An Inte-
gration that starts from enhancing the best practice, already existing, carried 
out by institutions and private individuals, integrating capacities and abili-
ties of the institutions involved and those existing on the territory, with the 
goal of inmates social reintegration. This is an aspect that Institutions out-
side prison have to undertake at first-hand (Buccolo, Mongili, Tonon 2014).

The theatrical approach offers a learning experience that goes over di-
dactic, where it’s easier accept and reflect about ourselves while thinking 
on how to improve, as theatrical methods play on emotions which are ac-
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tion and changing engine sources. A significant learning process from any 
discipline integrates the intellectual understanding of issues and solutions 
through experience thanks to the “holistic” learning capacity activated by 
mind, body and emotions. This process pushes, naturally and spontane-
ously, towards a continuous interaction among different disciplines levels 
and foster the whole range of human intelligence (D’Ambrosio 2015).

It is important to apply the theatrical approach in education contexts 
and penitentiary education as it is a pedagogic way that allows to promote 
didactic changes building flexible contexts. This allows students to explore 
different methods necessary for adults education in schools with a specific 
focus on lifelong learning study area. 

The role of didactical methods in penitentiary school

One of the methods that can be a reference for the development of dis-
ciplinary skills is the use of different forms of expression for the discussion 
and the construction of new knowledge on the great themes of life. Since 
the end of the Eighties, the idea of using theatricality to deepen certain 
issues, such as the environment, multiculturalism, food, health, etc., has 
been increasingly developed. Addressing a theme in a theatrical way has 
its pros and cons. A common defect when dealing with a workshop that re-
volves around a thematic project, is the “constrictive” dimension in which 
the teacher, the theatrical expert and the participants visiting are forced to 
meet, as any theme needs an immediate definition of the objective to be 
reached and therefore a choice and a selection of theatrical techniques to 
be used, in order to obtain an effective and exhaustive theatrical communi-
cation. The pro is undoubtedly that the theme becomes a catalyst of ener-
gies, avoiding dispersions and digressions, because theatrical techniques 
are immediately applied and deepened in their communicative capacity. 
A thematic project undoubtedly requires more time than a simple labo-
ratory approach to theatricality as it requires a specific work on commu-
nicative, expressive and interpretative skills, but, above all, it requires a 
capacity to identify and develop a content. A research phase must therefore 
be opened with the participant group, which must be constantly followed 
by the teacher and such a type of laboratory represents an integral part of 
the program and in the teaching activities. The first phase then moves to 
the search for objective information (scientific or literary) but also through 
the sedimentation of the same information and the subjective analysis of 
the meanings that the theme suggests. The emotional experience of each 
individual participant must “contaminate” the objective information in or-
der to make an image closer to the imaginary of the participating group. To 
use a metaphor, the participant (and the whole group) must digest (inter-
nalize) the information. In this phase the teacher must be able to grasp the 
elements of interest aroused and launch “emotional solicitations” in order 
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to “activate” the individual imagination in order to be able, in the end, 
to take over that interweaving of thoughts, feelings and emotions, which 
are the basics of the dramaturgical material. The second phase foresees a 
much more difficult aspect, that is the choice, among all the emerged ma-
terials, of the most functional stimuli for theatrical communication. A se-
lection work, of which the teacher will have to take responsibility, having 
to deal with that part of the attachment to ideas and proposals, to which 
no one intends to give up as products of their own creativity. In this sense, 
the teacher must have consolidated his own leadership that allows him to 
make each member of the group feel as recognized in their ability and to 
feel welcomed their intellectual product and their commitment, trying to 
make the most of each one, leveraging more on the dimension of the prod-
uct that comes from collective collaboration than on the subjective product. 
After this choice of content, the real stage of the dramaturgy is opened, in 
which the teacher and the students share their creative abilities: the con-
struction of a dramaturgical structure, made up of the emerged materials, 
able to express the best results of the first two phases. The concluding rep-
resentation will have a ritual function, in which the gratification of arriv-
ing, having fun, to a theatrical communication (improperly called a show) 
takes on a double meaning: 
1.	 through the theatrical synthesis able to communicate the result of a 

long and elaborate work;
2.	 achievement, after the representation, of the global comprehension of 

the communication set up. It is not rare, in fact, that only after meditat-
ing on the work carried out and represented, the group that participat-
ed in the laboratory fully understands the meaning of the whole project. 
Precisely during the process of verification of the work carried out the 
knowledge learned is re-established, the potentialities emerge, the un-
expected reversals of roles usually considered unmovable, the aware-
ness of having other and many expressive possibilities (learning how 
to make new emotional notes play) etc. The experience of a laboratory 
thus conceived and so practiced is a seed deposited in the soul of the 
participant.

Conclusion

Learning at a personal level of empowerment through the acquisition of 
new skills while planning, organizing and realizing school activities through 
active and participatory methods, allows the maturation of a greater pro-
tagonism and a greater knowledge of oneself and the expressive potentials.

At the same time this allows a different relationship between teachers, 
detainees, agencies and the non-profit world present in the territory, allow-
ing different subjects involved to increase the quality of life and contribute 
to the process of promoting well-being for our daily life.
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Putting the school world at the center of prison reality means activating 
an important value in local development, using it as a device for a social 
and cultural change. A development path that requires sharing at all lev-
els to activate real participation models, in the awareness that each path 
requires constant and significant monitoring and evaluation, with criteria 
and indicators that allow the detection, from the operators, of the strengths 
and weaknesses in order to establish a redefinition of school improvement 
plans in the prison reality.
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