CEUR-WS.org/Vol-3371/paper8.pdf

University inclusion at the time of COVID-19: a pilot study
Aldo Caldarelli- Noemi Del Bianco:, Ilaria D’ Angeloz, Catia Giaconi®

1 University of Niccold Cusano, Rome, Italy
2 University of Macerata 1, P.le Bertelli, Macerata, Italy

Abstract

In line with the pedagogical movement called Student Voice (Cook-Sather, 2014), a research
group in the Pedagogy and Special Didactics field, from the University of Macerata, has carried
out a pilot study with University students with disabilities and with Specific Learning Disorders
(Giaconi, Capellini, 2015; Del Bianco, 2019). Specifically, the study will deepen how the
Voices of all students can be recorded even during an emergency period and how students’
feedback can be the first step to start new cooperation in the implementation of educational
paths.
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1. Introduction

Despite equal access opportunities and legislative protections aimed at guaranteeing the right to
higher education for all, there are still numerous social and physical barriers [1, 2, 3] that persist in the
academic lives of students with disabilities and with Specific Learning Disorders (SpLDs).

Starting from these considerations, several researches [4, 5, 6, 7] have been conducted to identify
the factors that facilitate or hinder learning and belonging in the academic context, among these we note
the area of studies within which the Student VVoice movement is found [2, 8, 9, 10].

Within this frame of reference, which we will look at in detail in the next section, it emerges how
through co-researching, in which university students become “change agents”, traditional academic
culture can open up to inclusive trajectories capable of responding to students’ different functioning
profiles [11]. However, the emergence of COVID-19 forced academic institutions to come up with
emergency responses for the quick switch from in-person to distance learning without being able to put
into place sharing mechanisms with their students.

Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a rapid shift to remote instruction. This may have
created particular challenges for students with disabilities or SpLDs [12].

Even though e-learning allows for seamless services, critical issues may arise about several factors,
such as resources (bandwidth, technological devices, etc.) or technological competence. Access to
online learning influences acquiring knowledge and skills required to pursue an academic career.
Therefore, monitoring of involvement and attendance and passing examinations makes it possible for
the effectiveness of the services and distance learning opportunities offered during the pandemic to be
verified.

In this direction, the University of Macerata prepared, during the pandemic, i.e. at the end of the first
half of 2020, a study aimed at investigating the active or non-active participation of students with
disabilities or SpLDs. In other words, it investigated whether or not the online learning environment
provided by the university was accessible and which teaching strategies were most conducive to
learning. The research was an opportunity to give a voice to university students with disabilities and
SpLDs, allowing them to take a snapshot of how they perceived and experienced the facilities provided
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by the university, to revive the discussion on the critical issues of adapting distance learning to their
needs.

2. Framework of reference

Founded in the 1990s in the international context, the Student Voice (SV) movement aims to
enhance the active role of students in understanding and critically analysing the educational contexts
they belong to [13, 14].

To this end, specific occasions are conceived and designed in which students
recognised and legitimised as transformative elements of the learning context [3].

In this sense, students are regarded as expert partners with expertise [13] who, for these reasons, are
involved in pedagogical decisions about learning content and teaching methods [15].

In this perspective, the literature has resulted in the use of different qualitative methods that have
given space to the voice of students with disabilities or SpLDs [16], to achieve forms of shared
governance of university policies and services dedicated to them [8]. This has been decisive regarding
agency increase and the personal and social empowerment of the students involved [3].

As mentioned above, the COVID-19 pandemic has presented unprecedented challenges for
education systems worldwide. The shift to remote learning has rapidly changed the higher education
landscape and has created an end to sharing governance with one’s students.

Recognising the importance of involving students in the process of understanding and improving
their academic experience during the pandemic, the Special Pedagogy research team at the University
of Macerata decided to investigate the implications of online teaching for students with disabilities and
SpLDs, to arrive at forms of shared planning in the following months, through discussion of the data
collected.
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voices” are heard,

3. Pilot study

As highlighted in previous research [5, 17, 18], since 2017, the University of Macerata, in line with the
CNUDD guidelines, has implemented the Inclusion 3.0 project [17] to support the regular Disability
Services already active at the University of Macerata. One of the aims of the Inclusion 3.0 Project in
the pre-lockdown period was to give voice to students with disabilities by promoting self-advocacy and
self-awareness paths [18, 19, 20]. During the pandemic, since physical places were no longer accessible,
strategies and technological solutions were adopted to allow individual students to access distance
education by applying flexible and tailored provisions as possible to meet diverse study needs. With the
following pilot study, we want to investigate the perceptions of university students with disabilities and
SpLDs regarding the efficiency and effectiveness of these supports to proceed with the structuring of
co-design actions that can guide subsequent months of distance learning. The study is part of the survey
of the activities of the Disability and SpLDs Service (SDA), which are carried out annually and are
aimed at detecting any criticalities that may have emerged during the period in question to develop
strategies and actions to rethink and redesign the services provided. Given the lockdown, a survey
guestionnaire for the 2019/2020 academic year was set with specific questions concerning the
perceptions of students with disabilities and SpLDs with regard to teaching and services provided online
during the pandemic.

3.1. Method: Instruments and procedures

For the survey, we used a quantitative methodology. The research team created an accessible
guestionnaire. Specifically, the language and level of accessibility for reading was adapted [17, 21].
Therefore, accessibility and usability guidelines were applied, and speech synthesis was provided for
reading the questionnaire. Before the administration of the questionnaire, a pre-test was also carried out
with students with disabilities and SpLDs, to assess the levels of accessibility and usability. The



questionnaire has 18 closed multiple-choice questions divided into four sections: Personal Data;
Distance Learning (DL); Relationships (tutoring); and Self-evaluation. The first opening section
collects the students’ personal data (gender, age, certification of SpLDs/disability, department of
affiliation, degree course).

The second section concerns the DL, related to the frequency of online classes; the technological
devices used; the conconnectedvices, the type of connection, the usefulness of the teaching strategies,
the personalisation of the examination and the evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of the work
conducted online.

The third section focuses on the tutoring service, particularly the relationship between the student with
disabilities and the tutor. The last section explores perceived self-efficacy and organisation levels during
university courses.

The results presented here were processed using SPSS software based on one frequency distribution of
the individual variables.

For the sake of economy, we will now present the data relating to the Distance Learning section (DL),
which will be the subject of discussion due to their relevance to the topic we are dealing with.

3.2. Presentation of results

The entire student population with disabilities (about 200) was involved in the survey. The
guestionnaire was administered through email dissemination by the SDA office to all students, followed
by the latter: 116 university students with disabilities and SpLDs took part in the survey, of whom 78
were female (67.2%) and 38 were male (32.8%).

Concerning the data from the DL section, the questionnaire was directed to understand the
attendance of students with disabilities or SpLDs in online classes during the first semester. The data
show that 82.8% participated in distance learning lessons, while 17.2% stated they did not attend.

With reference to the technological devices used, the students who followed the lessons online did
so mainly with a PC (85%) followed by their colleagues who used a smartphone (8%) or a tablet (7%)

Looking at the bandwidth used by students, if we exclude “I do not know exactly the type of
connection” (34.5%), it is ADSL7-20Mb (24.15) and fibre up to 200Mb (18.1%).

Subsequently, the questionnaire aimed to detect the usefulness of the different ways of conducting
online lessons (synchronous or asynchronous). The 38.8% of the students found the audio and video
materials provided by the teachers “very useful” to support individual study, 37.9% the synchronous
lecture and 32.8% the asynchronous study materials.

Analyzing the strategies used by the teachers (group work, simulation, case studies, discussion
forums, etc.), students found “rather useful”, the use of tools for interaction in the online environment
(34.9%), case studies, exercises and simulations for exam preparation (31.9%), group work with other
students (29.3%), work with the online tutor (28.4%). The personalisation of the examination was
considered “rather useful” by 28.4% and “very useful” by 28.4%. Finally, the material provided by the
note-taker was stated to be “not at all useful” by 32.8% of the participants.

In conclusion to the DL section of the questionnaire, questions were asked about the strengths and
weaknesses of the online work. The participants indicated as their first choice the work carried out with
the specialised tutor (31%), a professional figure belonging to the Disability and SpLDs Service of the
University; as the second option, the support materials provided by the teachers (37.6%) and finally, as
the third option the personalisation of the exams (48.2%).

Among the weaknesses, significant percentages emerge in relation to studying with colleagues
(30.2%), the use of technology (33.3%) and the personalisation of examinations (55.6%).

3.3. Data Discussion
In line with the literature [21, 22] the data collection points out that the transition from in-person
learning to online learning significantly impacts students’ assessment and evaluation.
The data collected in our study verifies that university students with disabilities and SpLDs could use
appropriate devices (PCs or tablets) and have an adequate connection bandwidth. In this direction,



research has shown [21, 23] that several factors, such as the technological infrastructure, the experience
and familiarity with technological devices of teachers and students, the availability of appropriate
spaces and the extent of home privacy mediate participation in online environments.

Regarding class attendance, 82.8% of the respondents indicated that they had taken their classes online.
This is significant because, as the literature points out [24], university course attendance, and
specifically students’ engagement and social relationships between peers and lecturers, are essential for
academic success.

With reference to the perception of the usefulness of the methods of lesson delivery, teaching strategies
and services provided online, the data obtained indicate what has most favoured the participation and
learning of university students with disabilities and SpLDs who have followed online lessons.
Students (38.8%) indicate that most use the materials provided by teachers for study support,
specifically the audio and video materials produced and available in the repositories of the online
environments. At the same time, this data makes it possible to highlight the attention that even university
teachers must pay to create accessible multimedia materials to promote inclusive university teaching
[25]. Student engagement, belonging, and overall well-being are fostered, thus achieving student
growth. Students can perceive the tools for interaction in the online environment as opportunities to
participate in social activities normally held on campus and ways of bonding with other students socially
to deepen learning through informal discussion.

A significant percentage is recorded among the students who state that the personalisation of the exam
is completely useful (20.7%) and very useful (28.4%), as highlighted by the CNUDD guidelines (2014)
and by our recent studies [4, 18] is an important aspect to guarantee the right to study of students with
disabilities and SpLDs.

Related to the weaknesses, students include studying with colleagues as the first option for frequency.
Students with disabilities or SpLDs, while recognising the usefulness of the various tools for interaction
in the online environment, state that learning with their fellow students is a critical element of their
work in DL. This aspect is in line with the research carried out so far on the criticalities encountered by
students when using distance learning methods (Arenghi et al., 2020) and with the need to activate
integrated systems of technologies for the implementation of inclusive university teaching (Giaconi et
al., 2020b)

4. Conclusion

The presented pilot study highlights several reflections within the current debate on implementing
inclusive university teaching in university contexts. With the health emergency, the issue of inclusive
university teaching and, more generally, the issues of the right to study and social equity have become
increasingly urgent and central to university policies and scientific debates.

As this study shows, students’ voices can be useful in questioning tools, strategies and services that
are thought to be functional for inclusion but which, from the point of view of university students with
disabilities and SpLDs are perceived as not very useful or functional. Therefore, it is essential to include
students with disabilities and SpLDs in the design practices of innovative, inclusive didactics, not only
as users but as protagonists of a process of co-design or initial, in itinere or final feedback to set into
motion actions to improve the university contexts from an inclusive point of view.

In the latter sense, we argue that digital technologies can support co-design actions that can “become
a tool for diminishing status differences between lecturers and students and equalizing status differences
among students themselves” [11, p. 319]. Technological devices allow great potential for Student Voice
to gain a prominent place in the University context [26]. In this regard, the literature [11, 26, 27,28,29]
has questioned how technological devices can mediate the concept of Student Voice in the academic
context. Among the most significant studies, we mention the research by Blau and Shamir-Inbal [11]
who highlight how students’ active participation and pedagogical collaboration with teachers is
increased in the digital environment. For these reasons, one of the future steps of the pilot study
presented in this paper will be directed to deepen, through specific interviews and critical discussion,
how to implement in the online environment Voices of students with disability and SpLDs.
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