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Abstract: The presence of students with disabilities in Higher Education (HE) is increasing. However,
the permanence and success of these students at university is not granted. In this study, the voices of
119 faculty members from 10 Spanish universities who had been identified by their students with
disabilities as inclusive were heard. For this purpose, a qualitative methodology was chosen, using
the semi-structured individual interview as the instrument for data gathering. Two interviews were
conducted with each participant to analyse the main areas of inclusive pedagogy (beliefs, knowledge,
designs and actions). The results show the participants’ conceptions of disability, as well as their
main motivations for carrying out inclusive pedagogy, such as their professional vocation and their
previous experiences with people with disabilities. The article ends with a series of conclusions that
outline the profile of an inclusive faculty member. This information can help universities to improve
their faculty training programs to obtain a more inclusive teaching staff, which can be translated into
more sustainable and inclusive university systems.

Keywords: inclusive pedagogy; students with disabilities; faculty members motivations; higher
education; qualitative research

1. Introduction

The access of students with disabilities to quality education is a basic right recognised
in different regulatory documents [1]. Global policies such as the Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities [2] have fought against discrimination and in favour of the
inclusion of vulnerable groups in education systems. In the case of HE, accessing university
implies learning, empowerment and autonomy options and experiences, although it can
pose a negative and stressful experience for students with disabilities [3,4].

This situation leads universities to reflect on ways to offer a quality service that meets
the expectations of students within the framework of social justice and equality and which,
as is proposed by the 2020 Strategy of the European Commission [5], allows students to
develop and acquire skills and knowledge, removing any type of barrier. In addition,
the lines to follow to achieve a sustainable university system include inclusive processes
as an important key. To achieve a truly inclusive university, a social and sustainable
inclusion model has to be applied in three areas of university: education, research and
management [6].

Among the factors preventing students with disabilities from successfully completing
a university degree, many are related to faculty members and how accessible their teaching
is [7]. These barriers to learning are found in non-adjusted methodologies and evaluations,
in the absence of reasonable adjustments and flexibility in teaching, in negative attitudes
toward disability, and in poorly trained and poorly sensitised faculty members [8-10].
In some cases, the negative experiences derived from these factors lead students with
disabilities to drop out of university [11]. Knowing the relevant legislation, the willingness
to make reasonable adjustments, the use of adapted practices, knowing the characteristics
of the disability, the beliefs about people with disabilities and the use and understanding of
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the term “disability” are key factors in the faculty that influence the success and experience
of students [12]. Considering the relevance of the faculty member’s role in student learning,
this article focuses on analysing the experiences of faculty members who have had a
positive impact on the academic experience of their students with disabilities.

2. Literature Review

Regarding beliefs and attitudes toward disability, there may appear scepticism toward
some types of disability, especially toward invisible disabilities, or the perception that
offering reasonable adjustments poses a favourable treatment for students with disabilities,
from whom less is required, thus creating an unfair situation for peers without disabili-
ties [13,14]. Although most studies that allowed students with disabilities to give voice to
their thoughts show that these highlight a lack of positive attitudes from faculty members,
other studies show a favourable attitude toward the making of reasonable adjustments
and an interest in receiving training in inclusive education [11]. As Leyser et al. [15] state,
the conceptions, beliefs and perceptions that faculty members have toward students with
disabilities depend on the knowledge and training they have in terms of disability.

One of the aspects that mark the difference with respect to the beliefs and attitudes
toward disability is the idea that faculty members have about it [16]. Studies such as that
by Lister et al. [17] show that the way of conceptualising and understanding the term
“disability” among faculty members influences the educational actions they carry out.
The label and stereotype associated with the term “disability” can have an impact on the
expectations that faculty members have about their students, thereby causing, in some
cases, the absence of empathy and sensitivity toward the needs of this group [10]. Thus,
the conception of faculty members about disability is fundamental for the development
of inclusive practices. However, not all faculty members share the same perceptions and
beliefs [18]. Although the social model of disability has expanded over the years, the
medical model is still present; thus, some people continue to consider disability as a
problem of the person who has it and not of the environment [19,20].

It is clear that the attitude of the faculty toward disability largely depends on their
conceptions, experiences and personal characteristics. Therefore, these characteristics will
determine the level of motivation and commitment of faculty members when developing
inclusive practices and becoming interested in attaining the inclusion of students with
disabilities. It has also been demonstrated that faculty members who are personally in
contact and involved with people with disabilities present more positive attitudes and
greater willingness to teach inclusively in their classrooms [21]. Similarly, those faculty
members who are more sensitised will participate more frequently in training activities
about this topic [10,11].

The knowledge of the faculty about disability, as well as their beliefs, has been analysed
in the school context with the approach of inclusive pedagogy, which, in addition to
educational practices, also addresses these factors [22]. Inclusive pedagogy aims to ensure
the participation of all students, taking into account their differences [23]. The aim is to
prevent problems and stigma associated with the identification of students with disabilities
as being different [3,4]. To this end, it is proposed that the study plans and programs should
be flexible and include reasonable adjustments that respond to the learning needs that each
student may present, as well as encourage and promote their participation [23]. In this
conception of the curriculum, the role of the faculty becomes a key element for the creation
and development of inclusive educational processes.

The philosophy of inclusive pedagogy is based on three fundamental principles:
(1) diversity is recognized as an indispensable component of human development in any
educational approach; (2) faculty members must have the conviction of their ability to teach
all students; and (3) educators are encouraged to innovate and develop creative methods to
collaborate with their students. Within the paradigm of inclusive pedagogy, diversity is
perceived as a valuable strength rather than an obstacle, so faculty members are encouraged
to offer a wide range of options tailored to the individual needs of each student [22]. The
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contributions of authors such as Florian [22] or Morifia [24] describe inclusive pedagogy
through four dimensions: (1) beliefs about disability and educational inclusion; (2) educators’
knowledge; (3) teaching design; (4) actions and educational practice.

With the aim of contributing to the scientific field of inclusive pedagogy at university,
the present study analysed the conceptions of 119 faculty members of different Spanish
universities about students with disabilities, as well as their main motivations to carry out
inclusive practices in their classrooms and work for the inclusion of these students. In
this way, and beyond analysing the educational practices, we explain the reasons that lead
faculty members to care about the success and correct learning of students with disabilities.
We followed two research questions for this analysis:

1.  How do faculty members who carry out inclusive pedagogy understand disability?
2. What are the main motivations that lead them to develop inclusive pedagogy?

3. Materials and Methods

The results presented in this article are part of a larger research project financed by the
Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness. The main objective of the project is
to analyse the knowledge, beliefs, designs and actions of faculty members who carry out
inclusive pedagogy.

3.1. Participants

A total of 119 faculty members from 10 Spanish public universities from all fields
of knowledge participated in the study. A single criterion was established to select the
participants: they had to be proposed by their own students with disabilities to ensure that
they were inclusive faculty members. Through this selection method, the study allowed
students with disabilities themselves to give voice to their thoughts, taking into account the
important role they play in inclusive education research. Therefore, students are the most
appropriate agents to identify faculty members who achieve a good learning experience.

In order to contact students at the different universities, we solicited the collaboration
of the disability support services of each university. These offices disseminated project
information to all students with disabilities and encouraged them to send their proposals
to the research team’s email address. In order to select the faculty members, we presented the
students with a list of characteristics that the faculty should have: believes in the potential of
all their students; facilitates learning experiences; uses active and participatory methods; cares
about each student’s learning; is flexible and always willing to help; motivates; establishes
good relationships with their students; and makes students feel valued in the classroom.

In addition, the snowball technique was adopted [25]. Students with disabilities
who had already collaborated with the research team on previous projects were asked
to recommend faculty members who had positively impacted their academic experience.
Simultaneously, this information was also distributed to students and faculty members
at other universities, with the aim of reaching out to other students with disabilities who
could collaborate.

Once students from all universities had submitted their proposals, we contacted the
faculty members by email or telephone. We explained how and why they had been selected
as inclusive academics and asked them to participate in the project. In the end, we were
able to contact 164 faculty members, of whom 39 did not respond to the email and another
6 declined to participate in the project for personal and work-related reasons. Thus, we
obtained a final sample of 119 faculty members from 10 universities.

Of this sample, 40 belonged to the field of Education Sciences; 25 to Social Sciences
and Law; 24 to Arts and Humanities; 16 to Health Sciences; and 14 to Science, Engineering
and Mathematics. In terms of gender, 69 were men, and 50 were women. In relation to
age, the majority of participants were between 36 and 60 years old. Only 7 participants
were less than 35 years old, and 4 were over 60 years old. In terms of teaching experience,
89 had more than 10 years of experience, 24 had between 5 and 10 years of experience, and
only 6 had less than 5 years of experience.
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3.2. Research Instruments

A qualitative approach was followed. Two semi-structured individual interviews
were designed for data collection. These interviews were validated by a group of experts
who did not participate in this research. Following the dimensions of inclusive pedagogy
outlined by Morifia [24], four analytical categories were explored: knowledge, beliefs,
designs and actions. The first interview explored the faculty’s beliefs and knowledge about
disability and the processes of inclusion at university. The second interview explored the
educational designs and actions that the participants implemented to achieve participation
and success for all students. The questions that guided this interview were the following:
When we talk about disability, what ideas come to your mind? What do you think it is that
has led you to take an interest in students with disabilities?

The interviews lasted approximately 90 min. Most of the interviews were conducted in
person (1 = 89). Only 18 faculty members were interviewed via Skype and 12 by telephone,
due to long geographical distances or incompatibility of schedules. All interviews were
audio-recorded and transcribed.

3.3. Data analysis

The data were processed by using a structural analysis based on an inductive system
of categories and codes [26]. MaxQDA12 software was used for this analysis. Firstly, an
analysis was conducted by teams of two researchers; then, another analysis was carried
out by the whole team. The second analysis was used to categorise the questionable
information from the first analysis. Table 1 shows the categories and codes that were used
for the analysis of the data presented in this article.

Table 1. System of categories and codes.

Category Code Sub-Code
Conceptions Disability as a S .
about disability personal difficulty Limitation/difficulty
Diversity of capacities/
functional diversity
Disability in the

. . Educational needs
educational environment

Equal treatment
Motivations to carry out . . e
- . Vocation/commitment Pedagogical justice
inclusive pedagogy
Teaching vocation
Care for the students Value of diversity
Social inclusion
Personal and
professional improvement
Previous experiences with . .
o e Professional experiences
people with disabilities
Personal experiences
Related fields of knowledge

Own disability

3.4. Ethical Issues

A model of informed consent was used to guarantee the confidentiality of data treat-
ment. This document was signed before the start of each interview. In the informed consent,
the research team committed to providing participants with a copy of the final report with
the results obtained. All the information was gathered and processed anonymously and
confidentially, and participation in this study was fully voluntary. Participants were in-
formed that they could leave the study at any time. In this case, their data would be deleted
and excluded from the research report. To ensure the anonymity, participants” information
was anonymised before data analysis.
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4. Results
4.1. Conceptions about Disability

The conception and understanding that faculty members have about disability can
influence the way in which they interact with people with disabilities, as well as the way in
which they attend to their needs. In a general way, the participants of this study had a very
positive view of disability, showing different perspectives in their testimonies.

4.1.1. Disability as a Challenge

A minority of faculty members understood disability as a limitation, i.e., a lack of certain
capacities that prevents the person from conducting some actions. However, they underlined
the positive part of it: personal growth. For the participants, the students had to make greater
efforts than the rest of the people to achieve the same goals, overcoming the difficulties derived
from the disability. Thus, they used the word “challenge” over “limitation”.

Difficulty, challenge, complexity. .. Above all, someone who needs help, someone with
great will. I think they are very valuable people, because they could be depressed at home;
however, they are here. So, on the one hand, I think it’s a challenge, a difficulty; and,
on the other hand, it takes a lot of courage to do things, a courage that not many people
without disabilities have, because we have never valued our lack of such barriers. (Faculty 77,
Social and Legal Sciences)

Another idea from the conception of disability as difficulty was pointed out by those
who used the term “need”, indicating the need for extra support and opportunities to
develop potential and succeed.

The need to adapt, to include, to take him/her into account, to welcome him/her, to pave
the road for him/her; thus, the need to provide opportunities and resources that help them
to have an easier life in that sense, because people don’t decide to have a disability. So, I
believe that the attitude of a faculty member cannot be other than welcoming them and
offering them everything they need. Faculty 90, Education Sciences)

4.1.2. Disability as a Diversity of Capacities

In contrast to the conception of disability as limitation, other faculty members un-
derstood disability as among a diversity of capacities. They used the term “functional
diversity” instead of “disability”, suggesting that the latter implies a lack of capacities. One
of the participants argued that this state is inherent to any person, since no one has all
capacities. In short, everyone has different capacities:

Well, conceptually, I used both terms, disability and functional diversity, because they
currently coexist. In this university, we support functional diversity, because language
creates realities. From that, “dis” is a prefix that reduces capacities, and that’s not true.
Who is 100% in everything? 1'd love to meet that person. It’s not true. The thing is
that, they are either hidden or normalised [. . .]. They are people just like everyone else,
but with different self-improvement capacities, in a positive manner, not in a negative
manner, as we tend to see it. (Faculty 78, Social and Legal Sciences)

4.1.3. Disability in the Academic Scope

In the field of teaching and learning, and within the previous perspective, faculty
members commented (as is shown with detail later on in this article) that people with dis-
abilities do need some adjustment or support to achieve adequate learning. However, these
differentiations were not exclusive of people with disabilities, since any other person may
require such adjustments at some point. Therefore, they did not treat students differently
based on disability; they rather offered each student what they needed in order to learn.

Well, I think that disability is a complex concept. I may be based on the idea that people are
not disabled, but everyone has a certain condition of diversity. So, there are people who need
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some reinforcements in certain spaces, scopes, teaching methodology, evaluation, etc., and
other people who also need reinforcements in other aspects. (Faculty 91, Education Sciences)

4.2. Motivations to Carry out Inclusive Pedagogy

The motivations of the participants to work in favour of the inclusion of students with
disabilities is a key aspect that we analysed in this study. In contrast to multiple testimonies
all over the world showing negative attitudes of faculty toward disability, the participants
of this study showed different reasons, opinions and beliefs that led them to carry out
inclusive pedagogy in their classrooms.

4.2.1. Vocation for Teaching and Pedagogical Justice

One of the ideas shared by all the participants was that teaching is the main duty
of their job. Such teaching must be quality teaching for all students, regardless of their
individual characteristics. In many cases, they did not refer to a specific interest for students
with disabilities, but to a general interest for the learning and satisfaction of all students.
The participants were characterised by their vocation for teaching. They commented that
when a faculty member has a vocation for his/her work, he/she cares about all his/her
students, ensuring that they have a good experience and establishing a positive relationship
with all of them.

It's my job and my duty. My duty is to ensure that all my students are interested and learn,
regardless of their capacities. If my students fail my subject, it is my fault, because I didn’t
manage to facilitate their learning or teach them well. I don’t have a special interest for
disabled students; in fact, I don’t like this word. I have the same interest for all my students,
because it's my duty, and it’s also rewarding. (Faculty 26, Sciences and Engineering)

Participants also asserted that students with disabilities should not be treated differ-
ently for having a disability. The relationship with all the students was the same, as well as
the teaching and even the evaluation. What these faculty members did indicate was that
although students with disabilities are equal to the rest of the students, in some cases, they
may require certain support or adjustments, which the participants were willing to make
to guarantee the success of the student; however, this was not a reason to give a special or
favourable treatment. Many of the participants commented that they did not have a special
motivation for working with students with disabilities, since they considered them to be
the same as all the other students.

Well, what has driven me is reality; if I have a student in my classroom with some
diversity, I must try to treat them all the same, so that everyone acquires the competencies
they must develop. 1t's my duty to help them to attain these competencies, and everyone
requires different support, but there are no differences in the treatment to people with
and without disabilities, that is, there is no especially favourable treatment. Perhaps, at
some point, there may be some positive discrimination, although only in extreme cases.
(Faculty 101, Education Sciences)

Continuing in the line of pedagogical justice, the faculty members commented that a
priority was to leave no student behind. If there was a student who did not advance at the
same pace as the rest of the students, they made the necessary changes to help them with
their learning and keep up with the class. Thus, the participants considered that they had
to provide every student with the tools and resources they needed, based on the diverse
reality of the university context.

What I do not want is someone being left behind in the class, and I believe that this is
beneficial for everyone. If I have one or two students who do not advance, I must make
sure they improve, doing something different so that everyone advances. So, from a selfish
perspective, it is beneficial that the entire group goes well, since that way I will manage to
get everyone to advance and obtain a better result in the group. What I can’t afford is to
leave these few students behind because their results are not within the group dynamics
of the entire class. (Faculty 16, Arts and Humanities)
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4.2.2. Students with Disabilities as the Core of Motivation

Although all the participants recognised the principles that guided their practice
(previously described), many of them highlighted students with disabilities as their main
motivation. Having students with disabilities in the classroom led them to care about
improving their teaching practice, be trained and become interested in how to improve the
academic experience and social inclusion of students with disabilities.

I was motivated by the case of a blind student. It was my first case, and we were in
the subject about learning to read old documents. The problem was that my colleagues
believed it was pointless, but I didn’t see it that way. So, I tried to adjust the subject
matter in a way that he could write. For me, it was extra work, because I didn’t know
how to face this reality. We spent many hours of tutoring thinking how we could do it,
because the theory is easy, and he just studied it and that was it. But, how would he learn
to read? Converting a document to Braille is very different from interpreting a document
from the 15th century, it has to be touched and observed. I took it for granted that he
would never learn, but eventually he did learn. This was my first experience, I set it as a
challenge. (Faculty 22, Arts and Humanities)

Of all the experiences lived when having the opportunity to work with people with
disabilities, the faculty members stated that these students provided great value to the
class, in addition to a learning for the faculty member and for the rest of the students.
The participants showed great admiration and respect for these students, pointing out
that, despite the limitations of an environment that was not entirely accessible, they had
great potential and great capacity for effort, perseverance and personal growth. In fact,
these positive characteristics of people with disabilities posed a motivation for the faculty
members to do their best to adjust their teaching and improve their practice in order to
make it more inclusive: “I think it’s that attitude of personal growth, that spirit they have for
showing that there are no barriers for them. And I believe that this is what inspires us” (Faculty 10,
Arts and Humanities).

In addition to the admiration, other concepts emerged during the interviews with
many of the faculty members, such as empathy and sensitivity. These are capacities that
most of the participants mentioned in their testimonies. Thus, inspired by the sensitivity
shown by the students with disabilities in the face of situations of exclusion or the difficulties
they could find, the faculty members were committed, fair and highly motivated for
personal and professional growth.

I have a well-developed empathic capacity, and I have my system of values, which is a bit
peculiar. [. . .] I hate injustice, and I get angry when I see it. Eventually we see that they
are people who don’t have difficulties to do what they came to do at the university, that is,
to study, learn, develop competencies and leave as prepared professionals. However, they
are not treated well in many cases, and that makes me mad. They are not treated fairly,
sometimes by excess and others by default. (Faculty 110, Education Sciences)

Lastly, the participants carried out inclusive practice driven by the difficulties that
students with disabilities have, in some cases, to establish relationships and be included
in the class group. Some of the participants commented that for them, it was a priority to
guarantee the social inclusion of the student and to ensure that the level of participation
was the same as that of the rest of the students.

My motivation is that they have to complete their studies like everyone else and to ensure
that they don’t feel weird in the classroom, right? It's fundamental for them to be equal to
the rest, to participate in everything, giving all they can, and to be part of the team, right?
[...]1they mustn'’t feel different from the rest. (Faculty 41, Health Sciences)

4.2.3. The Impact of the Professional and Personal Experiences on the Teaching Practice

Another aspect that influenced the concern of the faculty members for offering inclu-
sive education was their previous experiences with diversity. On the one hand, many of the



Sustainability 2024, 16, 4588

8 of 13

participants had had professional experiences with disability before teaching at university.
For instance, some of them, from fields of knowledge such as education, had taught in
pre-university educational stages. Other faculty members had worked in jobs related to
accessibility, policies and communication systems for people with disabilities, etc. Other
participants were healthcare professionals who had had direct contact with people with
disabilities in their jobs at hospitals. All of them had had some experience that helped them
to develop a special sensitivity and which marked their later professional journey and their
teaching style with these students.

I spent over twenty years in an ICUL I get more involved with patients with some type
of disability, such as paraplegia or tetraplegia. Specifically, with a 16-year-old boy, who
had an accident doing acrobatics at the beach and became tetraplegic, and dependent on
mechanic ventilation. We had him hospitalised in the ICU for one year, and eventually
we could take him home; his parents were taught how to take care of their son under those
conditions, as he was completely dependent for everything, even to breathe. (Faculty 39,
Health Sciences)

Other participants stated that they had such sensitivity due to the fact that the fields
of knowledge and research in which they worked were strongly related to disability, such
education, social work, sports and health. Therefore, they had greater knowledge about
disability, as they researched about it and taught subjects related to it.

When I entered the university, the first subject they gave me was “Physical Education for
Students with Special Needs”. So, I had to start studying and preparing the subject, as it
had been a long time since I last saw that subject matter. I began to study it and it really
caught my attention, and then I started my thesis on people with Down’s syndrome, and
I continued that research and teaching line whenever I could. When I've had students
with disabilities, I've always observed that they greatly enriched the subject. (Faculty 89,
Education Sciences)

Another reason that aroused sensitivity and interest for people with disabilities was
the fact that two of the participants had disabilities; thus, empathy toward students who
also had disabilities was much greater, as they understood the difficulties they encountered
in their university studies.

Well, I'm deaf in one ear. I've never worried about whether I have some type of. .. but
I've always worried more about those topics, because I believe that it can hinder your
day-to-day life; if you have a hearing or visual impairment, this shouldn’t prevent you
from doing things. So, I think that we must provide whatever means necessary to attain
their inclusion in all aspects. (Faculty 74, Social and Legal Sciences)

Lastly, another 14 faculty members stated that they had cases of close people with
disabilities, such as relatives and friends. They commented that these experiences made
them more sensitive than other colleagues who, without these experiences, did not know
how to act or did not have the adequate attitudes in the presence of these students.

Actually, my first contact with the world of functional disability was my best friend, who
has child brain paralysis. So, since I was little, I started to become interested in helping
this girl, who was part of my class group, but I saw that the others didn’t get close to
her, and I cared about her because it made me sad to see her all alone; I did my best to
include her in the group. In the personal scope, I also believe that I am who I am thanks to
what my childhood friend has taught me and to the fact that I've seen how she improved
herself. This gave me tools and resources that I wouldn’t have had otherwise and which
have made me also a fighter, preventing me from giving up in the face of situations that. . .
well, must be lived. That stigma and those impressions are the ones that taught me an
inclusive education with a friend with a disability. (Faculty 44, Health Sciences)
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5. Discussion

Numerous studies have highlighted the difficulties encountered by faculty members
in responding effectively to the needs of students with disabilities in HE institutions [3,22].
These difficulties include a lack of time and institutional support, lack of training to deal
with diversity in the classroom and even negative attitudes and conceptions towards
disability [8]. In fact, faculty members have been identified as the main obstacle in the
academic journey of students with disabilities [3,4,12]. In contrast to the widespread
concept about the multiple barriers generated in university teaching for people with
disabilities, we present a different reality, showing that there are educators who take
into account all their students individually and who see diversity in the classroom as an
enriching element and a learning opportunity. The participation of students with disabilities
in this study allowed us to ensure that the participating faculty members had actually
developed inclusive and effective practices for all their students. Therefore, the results of
this study can serve as an example to educators and institutions by showing characteristics
of faculty members that contribute to the inclusion and academic success of all students.

Other studies, such as that by Carballo et al. [20], have shown that faculty members
who lack training, knowledge and experiences related to disability present ideas based
on the medical model and beliefs that consider disability a problem and an obstacle that
hinders the personal, social and academic development of the person [13,19]. On the
contrary, most of the participants in this study understand disability in terms of the social
model, identifying it as a social problem where the main challenges are identified in
inadequate spaces, resources and processes, gaining a more positive image of disability [13].
Therefore, the beliefs and knowledge of faculty members about disability will influence
aspects such as their teaching styles, their expectations toward the learning of their students
and their interest in and commitment to facilitating the participation of students with
disabilities in the classroom [23].

This conception of disability among the participants of this study is justified by the
analysis of their interests and motivations to carry out inclusive practices in their classrooms.
Many of the faculty members who consider the diversity of their students are not driven
by a special interest for a specific group of people but by a commitment to the learning of
all students and a vocation for teaching [27]. In fact, practices such as making reasonable
adjustments in the evaluation are an obligation in Spanish universities [25], although
this is not known by all faculty members and it usually depends on the good will of each
professional. In line with these opinions, authors such as Kendall [4] state that all the actions
that the faculty carry out for students with disabilities will benefit all students. Moreover,
students with disabilities from different countries have claimed that they do not want to be
treated differently with respect to the rest of their peers or have lower learning demands
or goals [14]. Many faculty members consider that making reasonable adjustments by
modifying methods, materials or evaluations implies giving a favourable treatment to
students with disabilities, which is unfair to their peers without disabilities. In other studies,
such as that by Kendall [3,4], faculty members have shown either a lack of predisposition
to make the necessary adjustments or difficulties to make these adequately. But there are
studies that have shown a faculty goodwill to teach inclusively [28]. From the perspective
of inclusive pedagogy addressed in this study, as defined in the Literature Review section,
the faculty members considered it necessary and fair to make adjustments whenever the
students required it, which is in line with the results of Becker and Palladino [11]. As is
recognised in inclusive pedagogy, despite the implementation of practices aimed at the
maximum number of people, in some cases, it is necessary to make adjustments to some
people [22]. In this sense, it is essential that faculty members recognise the diversity present
in their classrooms as an enriching element, not as an obstacle. This implies adopting a
positive attitude towards student diversity and seeing it as an opportunity to improve both
personally and professionally. In addition, it is essential to make reasonable adjustments in
assessment and to be willing to adapt methods, materials and assessments according to
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the individual needs of students, without perceiving this as unfairly treating students with
disabilities unfairly.

Furthermore, the experience of having students with disabilities in the classroom for
the first time poses a difficult and revealing situation for the faculty, as they become aware
that they are not ready to adequately attend to their needs and that they require specific
training to that end [11,16]. This is another main conclusion of this study in this sense,
since the experiences of having students with disabilities pose a motivation for faculty
members to become more interested in learning about inclusive teaching and ensuring an
adequate academic experience for these students [20]. Moreover, knowing students with
disabilities makes faculty members develop greater sensitivity, empathy and admiration,
inspired by the effort and self-improvement capacity of these students in the face of barriers
that other people do not encounter at university. It is precisely those capacities and traits
that according to the opinion of students with disabilities, the ideal faculty must have [14].
Other studies have also highlighted the need for sensitive, empathetic faculty members
who care about all their students [10,11].

Another characteristic of inclusive faculty that emerged from the results of this study
is that they conceive diversity as an enriching element and not as a problem that limits the
teaching-learning process. In fact, the presence of students with disabilities in the classroom
provides multiple benefits, since it is an opportunity to re-think and optimise the teaching
practices and improve personally and professionally [29]. From this finding, it becomes
necessary for faculty members to adopt a positive perspective on diversity in the classroom,
seeing it as an enriching aspect rather than a challenge. The presence of students with
disabilities offers an opportunity to improve educational practices in general, providing
benefits to all students and contributing to a more inclusive and enriching educational
environment for all. Using diverse methodological strategies, implementing Universal
Design for Learning or developing learning processes through emerging technology, are
actions that can help us in this achievement.

Lastly, we conclude that personal experiences also have a strong influence on the
behaviour, beliefs and attitudes of faculty members toward students with disabilities. In a
similar way, as the presence of students with disabilities in the classroom produces changes
in the attitudes of faculty members, the same occurs when the experiences are personal.
The fact of having greater knowledge about disability from relatives or close people with
disabilities makes faculty members have a more positive attitude and great interest in
helping students who need support, as they know the barriers that they may encounter
during their university studies [15,21].

HE institutions are required to adequately attend to all their students, offering quality
education without barriers. In addition, more and more initiatives are being introduced to
promote sustainable development in universities themselves [6]. To this end, it is essential to
improve the educational processes implemented in university classrooms, where professors
are primarily responsible.

As has been shown in other studies about university students with disabilities, the
beliefs and knowledge of faculty members play a fundamental role in the success of these
students, since they will largely determine the educational practices they will employ in
the classroom and their interest in carrying out more inclusive teaching [20]. In line with
other studies that allowed students and faculty to give voice to their thoughts, in view
of the results shown in this article, we can recommend universities to develop policies
and programmes for the initial and continuous training of faculty members in inclusive
education and disability [16]. Such training promotes the change in attitudes and improves
the perception and sensitivity toward people with disabilities. Similarly, we recommend
training in inclusive educational practices and approaches such as Universal Design for
Learning [12], where faculty members learn to use flexible teaching and evaluation methods
and resources that enable and promote the participation of all students [23], as well as
emotional intelligence [1], with the aim of establishing good relationships with the students.
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6. Conclusions

This study has identified the motivations and conceptions that some faculty members
considered inclusive by their students with disabilities have for designing inclusive edu-
cational practices in HE institutions. Four main conclusions were drawn from this study.
The first conclusion obtained in this study identifies that diversity in the classroom is con-
sidered an enriching element and a learning opportunity that allows for the development
of inclusive and effective educational practices for all students. Faculty members who are
considered inclusive show a high level of commitment to the learning of all students and
not just a specific group. In this sense, this motivation stems from the need to facilitate the
participation of all students in the classroom, which influences the provision of reasonable
accommodations according to the individual needs of students.

The second conclusion identified in this study is that the conception of disability
identified here is based on the social model. From this approach, the problem lies in
the social context (lack of adaptation of spaces, resources and processes) and not in the
person. This conception influences faculty members’ teaching styles, expectations towards
students’ learning and commitment to the participation of students with disabilities in the
classroom. Another of the conclusions obtained in this study is that having students with
disabilities in the classroom allows faculty members to develop greater sensitivity, empathy
and admiration for this group. In this sense, the findings reveal that faculty members feel
inspired by the effort and ability of these students to overcome obstacles, which contributes
to changing attitudes and beliefs towards their own concept of disability.

Finally, the fourth and last conclusion identifies how faculty members conceive dis-
ability as an element that enriches the educational process and not as an obstacle that limits
the teaching-learning process. This conception is a defining characteristic of inclusive
faculty members. For them, the presence of students with disabilities in the classroom
offers multiple benefits and provides the opportunity to improve educational practices,
both personally and professionally.

7. Limitations and Future Research

The main limitation identified was the impossibility of carrying out some interviews in
person. In this sense, geographical distance or the personal and professional commitments
of the participants did not allow us to have face-to-face interviews in some cases. Although
it would have been ideal to conduct them in person, some participants were not available
for this, so it was decided to conduct them on Skype or via telephone. However, this did
not affect the responses or the development of the interviews. Another limitation was
the low participation of faculty members from Health Sciences and Science, Engineering
and Mathematics. This situation could be attributed to the lower presence of these faculty
members in training actions and research related to inclusive pedagogy in HE. It would be
interesting to promote future studies with these faculty members in order to obtain a more
complete and holistic view of inclusive pedagogy at university, including more data from
some fields of knowledge where information is still limited.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, R.C. and A.C.; Methodology, R.C. and A.C.; Software,
R.C. and A.C,; Validation, R.C. and A.C.; Formal analysis, R.C. and A.C.; Investigation, R.C. and
A.C.; Resources, R.C. and A.C.; Data curation, R.C. and A.C.; Writing—original draft, R.C. and A.C,;
Writing—review & editing, R.C. and A.C.; Visualization, R.C. and A.C.; Supervision, R.C. and A.C.
All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by the Ministry of Science and Innovation of Spain, the Spanish
State Research Agency and FEDER funds of the European Union, grant number EDU2016-76587-R, and
by Feder Funds, Ministry of Science and Innovation/State Research Agency/10.13039/501100011033
and the European Union “NextGenerationEU/Recovery, Transformation and Resilience Plan”, grant
number RYC2021-032768-1.



Sustainability 2024, 16, 4588 12 of 13

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted according to the guidelines of the
Declaration of Helsinki, and approved by the Institutional Review Board of Ministry of Science and
Innovation of Spain (protocol code 76587-R, 30/12/2016).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding author. The data are not publicly available due to the confidentiality of the participants.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

References

1. Weifienfels, M.; Benick, M.; Perels, F. Can teacher self-efficacy act as a buffer against burnout in inclusive classrooms? Int. J. Educ.
Res. 2021, 109, 101794. [CrossRef]

2. United Nations. United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2006. Available online: https://www.un.org/
esa/socdev/enable/documents/tccconvs.pdf (accessed on 30 January 2024).

3. Kendall, L. Higher education and disability: Exploring student experiences. Cogent Educ. 2016, 3, 1256142. [CrossRef]

4. Kendall, L. Supporting students with disabilities within a UK university: Lecturer perspectives. Innov. Educ. Teach. Int. 2018, 55,
694-703. [CrossRef]

5. European Commission. Europe 2020 Strategy for an Intelligent, Sustainable and Integrating Growth; European Union, 2014. Available
online: https:/ /eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:2020:FIN:en:PDF (accessed on 21 January 2024).

6. Cembranel, P; Dias, ET.; da Silva, C.G.; Finatto, C.P,; de Andrade, J.B.S.O. Sustainable universities: The LGBTQIAP+ inclusive
model. Eval. Program Plan. 2023, 100, 102351. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

7. Schreuer, N.; Shpigelman, C.N.; Mor, S.; Sarid, M.; Kanter, A.S.; Sachs, D. Academic staff members’ engagement in accessible
higher education for students with disabilities. High. Educ. Res. Dev. 2024, 1-16. [CrossRef]

8.  Langergen, E.; Kermit, P.; Magnus, E. Gatekeeping in professional higher education in Norway: Ambivalence among academic
staff and placement supervisors towards students with disabilities. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2018, 24, 616-630. [CrossRef]

9. Van Jaarsveldt, D.E.; Ndeya-Ndereya, C.N. It's not my problem’: Exploring lecturers’distancing behavior towards students with
disabilities. Disabil. Soc. 2015, 30, 199-212. [CrossRef]

10. Lipka, O.; Forkosh-Baruch, A.; Meer, Y. Academic support model for post-secondary school students with learning disabilities:
Student and instructor perceptions. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2018, 23, 142-157. [CrossRef]

11.  Becker, S.; Palladino, J. Assessing Faculty Perspectives About Teaching and Working with Students with Disabilities. |. Postsecond.
Educ. Disabil. 2016, 29, 65-82.

12.  Morifia, A.; Orozco, L. Spanish faculty members speak out: Barriers and aids for students with disabilities at university. Disabil.
Soc. 2021, 36, 159-178. [CrossRef]

13.  Walsh, B.; Dinning, T.; Money, J.; Money, S.; Maher, A. Supporting reasonable adjustments for learners with disabilities in physical
education: An investigation into teacher’s perceptions of one online tool. Cogent Educ. 2018, 5, 1525828. [CrossRef]

14. Morgado, B.; Lépez-Gavira, R.; Morifia, A. The ideal university classroom: Stories by students with disabilities. Int. ]. Educ. Res.
2017, 85, 148-156. [CrossRef]

15. Leyser, Y.; Greenberger, L.; Sharoni, V.; Vogl, G. Students with Disabilities in Teacher Education: Changes in Faculty Attitudes
Toward Accommodations Over Ten Years. Int. J. Spec. Educ. 2011, 26, 162-174.

16. Doménech, A.; Orozco, I.; Lépez-Gavira, R. Recommendations about inclusive pedagogy for Spanish faculty members in the area
of Social and Legal Sciences. Int. ]. Educ. Res. 2023, 117, 102116. [CrossRef]

17. Lister, K.; Coughlan, T.; Owen, N. Disability” or “Additional study needs’? Identifying students’ language preferences in
disability-related communications. Eur. J. Spec. Needs Educ. 2020, 35, 620-635. [CrossRef]

18. Kenny, L.; Hattersley, C.; Molins, B.; Buckley, C.; Povey, C.; Pellicano, E. Which Terms Should Be Used to Describe Autism?
Perspectives from the UK Autism Community. Autism 2016, 20, 442—-462. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Leite, L.P; Martins, S.; Morifia, A.; Morgado, B. Conceptions on disability of Spanish university students. Alteridad Rev. De Educ.
2023, 18, 122-135. [CrossRef]

20. Carballo, R.; Aguirre, A.; Lopez-Gavira, R. Social and Juridical Sciences faculty members’ experiences in Spain: What to do to
develop an inclusive pedagogy. Disabil. Soc. 2022, 37, 1501-1522. [CrossRef]

21. Abdella, A.S. Instructors” Willingness to Provide Instructional Accommodations for Students with Disabilities in Selected
Universities of Ethiopia. Int. . Incl. Educ. 2018, 22, 671-682. [CrossRef]

22.  Florian, L.; Beaton, M. Inclusive pedagogy in action: Getting it right for every child. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2018, 22, 870-884. [CrossRef]

23.  Majoko, T. Participation in higher education: Voices of students with disabilities. Cogent Educ. 2018, 5, 1542761. [CrossRef]

24. Morifa, A. Approaches to inclusive pedagogy: A systematic literature review. Pedagogika 2020, 140, 134-154. [CrossRef]

25. Dusek, G.A,; Yurova, V.; Ruppel, C.P. Using Social Media and Targeted Snowball Sampling to Survey a Hard-to-Reach Population:
A Case Study. Int. ]. Dr. Stud. 2015, 10, 279-299. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Miles, M.B.; Huberman, A.M. Qualitative Data Analysis; Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 1994.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2021.101794
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/documents/tccconvs.pdf
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/documents/tccconvs.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2016.1256142
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2017.1299630
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:2020:FIN:en:PDF
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2023.102351
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37459820
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2023.2292652
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2018.1476599
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2014.994701
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2018.1427151
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2020.1723495
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2018.1525828
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2017.07.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2022.102116
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2020.1743409
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361315588200
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26134030
https://doi.org/10.17163/alt.v18n1.2023.10
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2021.1889980
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2017.1396501
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2017.1412513
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2018.1542761
https://doi.org/10.15823/p.2020.140.8
https://doi.org/10.28945/2296
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/38793362

Sustainability 2024, 16, 4588 13 of 13

27.  Orozco, I; Morifia, A. How to become an inclusive teacher? Advice from Spanish educators involved in early childhood, primary,
secondary and higher education. Eur. J. Spec. Needs Educ. 2023, 38, 629-644. [CrossRef]

28. Redshaw, S.; Deehan, J. Diversities in higher education: Academics’ inclusive views and reported practices in a regional Australian
university. Teach. High. Educ. 2024, 1-18. [CrossRef]

29. Jarkestig-Berggren, U.; Rowan, D.; Bergbéck, E.; Blomberg, B. Disabled students” experiences of higher education in Sweden, the
Czech Republic, and the United States—A comparative institutional analysis. Disabil. Soc. 2016, 31, 339-356. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.


https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2022.2145688
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2024.2306261
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2016.1174103

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	Materials and Methods 
	Participants 
	Research Instruments 
	Data analysis 
	Ethical Issues 

	Results 
	Conceptions about Disability 
	Disability as a Challenge 
	Disability as a Diversity of Capacities 
	Disability in the Academic Scope 

	Motivations to Carry out Inclusive Pedagogy 
	Vocation for Teaching and Pedagogical Justice 
	Students with Disabilities as the Core of Motivation 
	The Impact of the Professional and Personal Experiences on the Teaching Practice 


	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	Limitations and Future Research 
	References

