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Abstract:
							                           
This study focuses on non-teaching staff’s perceptions of accessibility and inclusion in higher education in Portugal. The aim was to explore non-teaching staff’s positioning and knowledge regarding inclusion and students with disabilities as well as their willingness to acquire new knowledge for addressing the specific needs of students with disabilities, and also to explore non-teaching staff’s perception of their institution regarding shared values and attitudes concerning inclusion and disability, actions developed for promoting students’ participation, and accessibilities. 229 non-teaching staff, who were working in different services from several Portuguese universities participated in the study; they were mainly female (80%), in average they were 46.7 years old (SD = 9.88) and had been working in the institution in average for 14.9 years (SD = 11.12). An online questionnaire was purposely constructed for the study. Results show that participants have a positive positioning regarding inclusion, and have as well positive perceptions considering the values and attitudes shared by other members of their institution. Nevertheless, they report low knowledge in terms of some practices that would facilitate communication with students with disabilities and about international agreements on this area; however, they are also willing to participate in training concerning these topics. They tend to perceive their institutions as accessible in different domains, and have identified a number of actions developed by the institution for addressing inclusion and creating equal opportunities for success for all its students.
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Resumo:
						                           
O tema deste artigo são as perceções do pessoal técnico-administrativo sobre questões de acessibilidades e inclusão no ensino superior em Portugal. Em particular, o objetivo do estudo foi explorar o posicionamento e o conhecimento do pessoal técnico-administrativo sobre inclusão de estudantes com deficiência no ensino superior, bem como a sua vontade de adquirir novos conhecimentos para responder às necessidades específicas destes estudantes, e ainda explorar a sua perceção sobre valores e atitudes partilhados por diferentes membros na sua instituição, ações desenvolvidas para promover a participação dos estudantes com deficiência e acessibilidades nas instituições de ensino superior. O estudo envolveu 229 participantes, que trabalhavam em diferentes serviços de várias universidades portuguesas; eram predominantemente do sexo feminino (80%), tinham, em média, 46,7 anos (DP = 9,88) e encontravam-se a trabalhar na instituição, em média, há 14,9 anos (DP = 11,12). Um questionário online foi construído intencionalmente para o estudo. Os participantes revelaram um posicionamento positivo em relação à inclusão, e uma perceção globalmente positiva sobre os valores e atitudes partilhados por outros membros da sua instituição. No entanto, também demostraram um baixo conhecimento sobre algumas práticas que facilitariam a comunicação com estudantes com deficiência e sobre acordos internacionais nessa área. Apesar disso, revelaram-se dispostos a participar em formações sobre esses tópicos. Globalmente, também revelaram uma perceção positiva das suas instituições, tendo em conta questões de acessibilidade e identificaram uma série de ações desenvolvidas pela instituição para abordar a inclusão e criar oportunidades iguais de sucesso para todos os seus estudantes.



Palavras chave: Pessoal técnico-administrativo, Ensino superior, Inclusão, Acessibilidade, Deficiência.
                                






		
			Introduction

			Access to higher education for groups that traditionally would not reach this educational level is resulting in diversity becoming a growing phenomenon. One of these groups is constituted by students with disabilities. Indeed, Claeys-Kulik et al. (2019) report that, out of the 159 higher education institutions from 36 European systems that took part in the INVITED survey, 92% of the respondents addressed students with disabilities as a dimension of diversity. At a national level, according to the Portuguese Disability and Human Rights Observatory (Pinto et al., 2023), in 2022/2023 there was a 35% increase in the number of students with disabilities in higher education (3753 students compared to the 2779 students on the previous academic year).

			Despite being a growing population, studies in many countries have been highlighting difficulties that students with disabilities face in participating and concluding their studies (e.g., Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019; Kimball et al., 2017; Pinto et al., 2023; Solis-Grant, 2024; Viñas Sánchez et al., 2023; Ziliotto, 2020). And indeed, students with disabilities still encounter many barriers in higher education, which restricts their possibility to participate in learning and social experiences, or to develop a sense of belonging and of personal self-worth. According to Booth & Ainscow (2002, 2016), these barriers are located within different, but interconnected, dimensions of the institutions; barriers might emerge from the values, attitudes and beliefs shared by the community (culture), from the principles exposed by the institution and actions carried out in order to implement those principles (politics) and from the practices adopted by each element of the community.

			Thus, access to and widening of the participation of students with disabilities require institutional commitment, policies involving teachers, students and technical-administrative staff, and coordinated actions at various levels of the system (Márquez et al., 2021; Polo Sánchez et al., 2018; Solís-Grant et al., 2023), as well as a sense of shared responsibility in the development of these actions (Solís-Grant et al., 2023). As Solís-Grant et al. (2023, p. 10) state, “this responsibility can show through inclusive language, respectful and collaborative treatment, willingness to help those who need it, recognition of minority groups, and acceptance of diversity.” This calls for “campus-wide” or “whole-of-institution” approaches, that defend the need of addressing every level – services, products, environments, facilities, administrative as well as learning and social interactions, physical and digital accessibility, assessment methods, teaching resources, materials design, extracurricular activities, among others – in order to promote participation, learning and educational success of all its students (Hockings, 2010; Lawrie et al., 2017; Zorec et al., 2022).

			Therefore, knowing how higher education institutions are organising themselves to respond to the growing diversity of students (and, in particular, students with disabilities) turns out to be essential. A positive positioning on the part of all members of the academic community will be a first step in ensuring that inclusion is successful; in fact, positive beliefs and attitudes towards diversity facilitate participation in the educational context and success (López-Gavira et al., 2019; Navarro-Mateu et al., 2020; Orozco; Moriña, 2020). Furthermore, training (notably, of faculty members) has also been pointed out as a key dimension for being increasingly sensible and supportive of the specific needs of students with disabilities, and for being open to make adjustment to own practices (e.g., Carballo et al., 2019; Murray et al., 2014).

			Accessibility is another key dimension. It “refers to the inclusive practice of removing barriers to ensure equal access for persons with disabilities to, among others, built environments, goods and services, as well as facilities” (Broderick, 2020). The Preamble to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006) recognises “the importance of accessibility to the physical, social, economic and cultural environment, to health and education and to information and communication, in enabling persons with disabilities to fully enjoy all human rights and fundamental freedoms.” The European Commission, in its Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030, underlines the relevance of the “Universal Design approach for better accessibility and [the] provision of reasonable accommodation for persons with disabilities into all actions” (European Commission, 2021). In line with the aforementioned Strategy, developing institutional policies that address accessibility is a key issue. Accordingly, in the Estratégia Nacional para a Inclusão das Pessoas com Deficiência 2021–2025 (National Strategy for the Inclusion of People with Disabilities 2021-2025), the Portuguese government highlights the central role of accessibility as a precondition for participation in society and the economy, underlining the need to optimise the accessibility of built spaces, transport and information and communication technologies, and encourages accessibility and universal design in academic curricula as well.

			In this study, we explored these dimensions from the point of view of the non-teaching staff. From among the actors who are part of the higher education community, teachers as well as students with disabilities have been the focus of a great number of pieces of research (Morgado Camacho et al., 2017; Sniatecki et al., 2015); however, not enough attention has been paid to non-teaching staff’s perspective (Polo Sánchez et al., 2018). Those studies which have dealt with the latter concentrate mainly on the perceptions of disability support service employees (Lopez-Gavira et al., 2019; Moliner García et al., 2019; Moriña; Morgado, 2018; Fossey et al., 2017) and university library staff (Martins et al., 2018; Pinto Neto, 2014; Howe, 2011). Polo Sánchez et al. (2018), though, covered a wider variety of non-teaching staff. Results showed that the administrative and service staff have a positive stance towards people with disabilities, and that having contact with people with disabilities influences employees’ attitudes towards students with disabilities in a positive way. Those studies which have Portugal as their geographical focus show that the accessibility of infrastructure still entails a barrier to inclusion (Martins et al., 2018) and that there is a need for cooperation/dialogue between the libraries and other services in the institution, in particular the IT department and the students’ support office (Pinto Neto, 2014) in order to improve access to information for students with (sensory) disabilities.

			Therefore, since non-teaching staff form an integral part of the educational community and are frequently the first contact that people with disabilities have with the institution, this study aims to explore non-teaching staff’s positioning and knowledge regarding inclusion in higher education as well as their willingness to acquire new knowledge for addressing the specific needs of students with disabilities, and also to explore non-teaching staff’s perception of their institution regarding shared values and attitudes concerning inclusion and disability, actions developed for promoting students’ participation, and accessibilities.

			
				Barriers to participation and success

				Students with disabilities still face numerous barriers during their time in higher education. There are several types of accessibilities that should be addressed in order to move forward to achieve the inclusion of all in the context of higher education. Among them, the lack of teacher training concerning inclusive methodologies, difficulties of access to material resources, lack of funding for support programmes, inaccessible technologies, regulations that are not applied, lack of information, and architectural or infrastructural barriers can be stressed (Fernández-Batanero et al., 2022). Zorec et al. (2022) developed a study with 18 students with disabilities and 28 representatives of wider stakeholders (disability services, teaching support, assistive technology, library, government bodies, non-profit organizations, charities, etc.), with the goal of exploring physical and digital aspects of the campus, having identified barriers that limit students’ access to indoor and outdoor facilities, as well as to communication and information. Regarding the latter, digital surroundings were also taken into consideration, underlining the importance of checking whether the institutional website, the educational platform and other software are accessible to all. Furthermore, after examining the mobility difficulties experienced by people with locomotor disabilities on a day-to-day basis, Polo Sánchez and López Justicia (2005) consider the following barriers existing in the physical environment: urban architectural barriers (i.e., those found on public roads and spaces, pavements, crossings at different levels, obstacles on streets, parks and gardens that are not accessible); architectural barriers in buildings (i.e., those found inside buildings, steps, stairs, corridors, small lifts), and barriers to transport (i.e., those found in the different means of transport, inaccessibility to public transport, difficulties in parking private vehicles).

				In addition to physical accessibility, the United Nations (2014, p. 1) also mentions the access to “information and communication, including information and communications technologies and systems, and to other facilities and services open or provided to the public.” In the context of higher education, access to information turns out to be a sine qua non condition for acquiring knowledge; thus, ensuring this kind of accessibility is indispensable for students to be able to learn.

				In Spain, the Fundación Universia has been carrying out every two years since 2011 a study on the degree of inclusion of the Spanish university system with respect to the reality of students with disabilities (Viñas Sánchez et al., 2023). Considering the academic year 2021-2022 (n= 57 universities), 45.6% of the surveyed institutions reported having implemented universal accessibility and design for all plans and 87.7% stated that they take accessibility criteria into consideration when it comes to the construction of new facilities, their acquisition or rental. Regarding digital accessibilities in particular, 52.6% of the universities have accessibility certification for their websites, according to the criteria established by the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI); the lowest score refers to specific accessible leisure and adapted sport programmes for students with disabilities, since they only exist in 26,3% of the 57 surveyed universities.

				In Portugal, a series of barriers have been identified. By means of a case study which was developed at the Universidade do Algarve using semi-structured interviews, Borges et al. (2017) collected teaching and non-teaching staff’s testimonies which reveal that there are still numerous physical and architectural barriers that restrict mobility and access. When taking a look back at the first ten years of the Portuguese Grupo de Trabalho para o Apoio a Estudantes com Deficiências no Ensino Superior (GTAEDES), Aguardenteiro Pires et al. (2015) carry out a brief review of what has been published on students’ perceptions of conditions for access to and attendance at Portuguese higher education and highlight the stereotypical and discriminatory attitudes shown by the academic community, difficulties in obtaining adapted documentation and information in a timely manner, lack of specific teacher training, difficulties in access and mobility on and off campus and lack of well-organised specialised services. Notably, more recent data from the Portuguese directorate of higher education (Pinto et al., 2023) shows that most higher education institutions have specific legislation for addressing the needs of students with disabilities (75.8% of the responding institutions); it addition, it reports an increment in the number of institutions that have available services that provide support to students with disabilities (67.4%) and/or that produce educational resources (although this percentage is still low; 23% of higher education institutions). Regarding accessibilities, most institutions declare that their central buildings are accessible (73.7%) and that all their buildings are accessible (74.9%).

			

		

		
			Methodology

			The study presented in this paper is part of a wider project that aims to understand the perspectives of different actors involved in the daily life of Portuguese higher education institutions (i.e., teachers, students without disabilities, students with different types of disabilities and non-teaching staff), in order to analyse the current situation of inclusion at this educational level on a national scale. In particular, the goal of this paper is twofold: first, to characterize non-teaching staff positioning and knowledge regarding inclusion in higher education, as well as their willingness to acquire new knowledge for addressing the specific needs of students with disabilities. Second, to explore non-teaching staff’s perception of their institution regarding shared values and attitudes concerning inclusion and disability, actions developed for promoting students’ participation, and accessibilities. In order to reach these goals, a quantitative approach was used, with the construction and a nation-wide application of a questionnaire.

			
				Participants

				A total number of 229 non-teaching staff members occupying a wide variety of positions (e.g., library, academic services, directorate) and belonging to more than 14 institutions participated in the study. Most participants were from the two biggest Portuguese universities (32% were working at the University of Lisbon and 13% at the University of Oporto). 80% of the participants were female, their mean age was 46.7 years old (SD = 9.88) and they had been working on the institution, on average, for 14.9 years (SD = 11.12) (Table 1). Most of the participants mentioned having already served a student with a disability. However, only 10% of them had received training on inclusion and disability.

				
					

Table 1




– Participants’ socio-demographic characterisation
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				Data collection

				A questionnaire was purposefully constructed for this study (Freire; Núñez-Nogueroles, 2024b). The questionnaire is organized in different parts and it is composed of items of different nature. For characterizing participants’ position regarding inclusion and students with disabilities, as well as their perception concerning shared values and attitudes of different groups of their institution, nine items measured on a five-point response scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree, were used (e.g., “The students at my institution generally have a positive attitude towards inclusion in higher education”; “Access to higher education is a right for students with disabilities”).

				In addition, nine items requiring a YES/NO answer were used for assessing participants’ knowledge for addressing the specific needs of students with disabilities (e.g., “Do you know Portuguese Sign Language?”), their knowledge of the main international and national political guidelines for inclusion (e.g., “Do you know about national legislation on people with disabilities?”) and their knowledge on specific actions and measures implemented in their institution for promoting students’ participation and equal opportunities for success (e.g., “My institution has specific regulation for students with disabilities”). For assessing their perception regarding accessibilities, six items measured on a five-point response scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree (e.g., “All administrative procedures, such as the enrolment process, change of group assignment, internship management, are accessible”) were used.

				Finally, for assessing participants’ willingness to acquire new knowledge for addressing the specific needs of students with disabilities, two items measured on a five-point response scale, ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 5 = totally agree, were used (e.g., “I would like to have more training on the characteristics and needs of students with different types of disability in order to be able to serve them better”).

				To reach the study’s goals, a descriptive strategy of analyses was adopted, relying on descriptive statistics (percentages as well as means and standard deviation, depending on the nature of the variables analysed).

			

			
				Procedures

				The process of constructing the questionnaire involved several steps. First of all, both authors searched for questionnaires that would fit the goals of the study. As questionnaires are mainly directed to students and teachers, and as such do not capture the specific experiences and perceptions of the non-teaching staff, authors built a questionnaire (based on Álvarez-Rebolledo et al., 2019; Cook et al., 2009; González-Badía Fraga et al., 2022; Kokhan et al., 2021; Sniatecki et al., 2015; Solís-Grant et al., 2022) that would address the non-teaching staff and the particular goals of this study. An initial version of the questionnaire was filled-in by two non-teaching staff members, both of whom work in different services, which nonetheless requires direct interaction with students. In addition, the two non-teaching staff members have a long experience in the institution, had already served students with disabilities and are known by the second author by their positive positioning regarding inclusion. After they had filled-in the questionnaire, the second author of the paper carried on a structured interview with each one for exploring their evaluation of the questionnaire, in terms of its dimension and how long it took them to fill it in, the clarity of each item (and ideas for improving it), the relevance of each item considering the study’s goals and whether important information was not being asked (and, in that case, suggestions for introducing new items). Both authors discussed and confronted the information collected from the non-teaching staff, made modifications on the initial version of the questionnaire, and created its online version, which was subsequently checked for its accessibility.

				The Portuguese General-Directorate for Higher Education and structures of higher education institutions (such as Pedagogical Councils, Governing Bodies) supported the dissemination of the online questionnaire to all the higher education institutions in Portugal. Data was collected during the year 2022/2023.

			

			
				Ethical procedures

				Data were collected after obtaining permission from the participants, who received a LINK for the questionnaire. Firstly, they were informed about the goals and the relevance of the study, about the ethical procedures taken (e.g., anonymity and privacy of data collected) and they were provided with the contacts of the first author for any question or doubt. Before moving on to the questionnaire, participants had to give their active consent. Only after their consent, they could have access to the questionnaire.

				The study was authorised by the Ethics Committee of the Institute of Education of the University of Lisbon.

			

		

		
			Results

			Globally, participants take a positive stance on inclusion in higher education. They tend to strongly agree that inclusion is a students’ right, that resources need to be allocated for welcoming students with disabilities and for creating conditions that enable students with disabilities to be as successful as their peers. Finally, they see inclusion as an opportunity for community development, namely in terms of how each one perceives each other regarding each one’s needs (Table 2).

			
				

Table 2




– Individual positioning regarding inclusion
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			As for knowledge about legislation and international guidelines for inclusion, although most of the participants are familiar with the national legislation on people with disabilities (56%), 72% of the participants are not familiar with international agreements. In addition, most of them mention that they do not know Portuguese Sign Language (89% of the participants) and are not familiar with audio-description procedures for people who are blind or have low vision (83% of the participants), practices that would favour communication and interaction with students with sensory disabilities. Finally, most of the participants (89%) are not familiar with evacuation procedures for students with physical/motor or sensory disabilities (i.e., visual and/or hearing) in the event of a fire (Table 3).

			
				

Table 3




– Degree of knowledge regarding inclusion and disabilitySource: Prepared by the authors.
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			Notably, non-teaching staff is very interested in receiving training on the characteristics and needs of students with different types of disabilities in order to be able to serve them better (83% of the participants) and willing to take part in events where students with disabilities share information about their disabilities and their experiences in higher education (74% of the participants).

			Considering non-teaching staff’s perception of values and attitudes shared by the members of their institution (i.e., teaching staff, non-teaching staff, students), participants have a very positive perception of their institutions (Table 4). In general, they tend to agree that teaching as well as non-teaching staff and also students have a positive attitude towards inclusion in higher education, and that the teaching staff foster respectful attitudes towards everyone. Nevertheless, they tend to be neutral (i.e., neither disagree nor agree) in regard to students with SEN applying for the Special Educational Needs (SEN) status.

			
				

Table 4




– Non-teaching staff’s perception of values and attitudes shared by the members of their institution
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			In addition to the neutral stance regarding students’ reluctance to apply for the SEN status, non-teaching staff also show a neutral perception regarding their institution’s accessibilities, particularly regarding classrooms design and access, as well as access to cafeteria/ canteen (i.e., they tend to neither disagree nor agree). However, they also tend to agree that the administrative procedures are accessible (Table 5).

			
				

Table 5




– Non-teaching staff’s perceptions of accessibilities
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			Finally, in terms of institutional actions and measures for addressing the specific needs of some students (Table 6), results show that only 49% of the non-teaching staff find that the institution provides awareness actions regarding inclusion and disability, and 42% hold the opinion that the institution disseminates that information.

			
				

Table 6




– Non-teaching staff’s perceptions of institutional actions and measures for addressing the needs of students with SEN and promoting inclusion
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			Furthermore, although most of the participants (64%) agrees that their institution has a specific service that supports students with SEN status, less agree that it has some regulations or SEN status for students who are entitled to it by law (52%) and even less agree that their institution has a specific service for producing or adapting learning material (33%) (Table 6).

		

		
			Discussion and conclusions

			Findings show that non-teaching staff has a positive attitude and perceive their institution’s stance on inclusion favorably. This view is particularly important because values are considered to be at the core of inclusion, being in the light of them that policies and practices should be enacted (Booth; Ainscow, 2002, 2016). In fact, favourable attitudes turn out to be essential to promote inclusive environments (Solís-Grant et al., 2023).

			Despite this positive stance, results also reveal some lack of knowledge on the part of the non-teaching staff about certain aspects, among which two can be underscored: international agreements signed by Portugal on the rights of students with disabilities, and practical knowledge, specifically about Portuguese Sign Language and audio description. The second one entails a problem in terms of accessibility, since it can pose difficulties in assisting students with disabilities and limit their participation. Given that many of the participants have already worked with students with disabilities, this barrier turns out to be relevant. However, it must be acknowledged that we do not know whether the disability these students had was a sensory one (i.e. deafness / blindness or low vision) or not. The lack of knowledge on the part of non-teaching staff is in line with the fact that few participants have received training in areas related to these aspects. Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that the non-teaching staff is open and willing to take part in training programmes. Importantly, being aware of and value inclusion is not enough when it comes to getting involved with training in these issues; it is essential as well that institutions establish conditions that favour staff’s involvement with training, namely by creating a consistent staff’s training policies and incentives. And this requires political action from the institution and a commitment to inclusion and equity (Freire; Núñez-Nogueroles, 2024a).

			Moreover, many participants in the study reported lack of regulations for students with disabilities or of specific services for supporting these students. These results slightly contradict data collected by the higher education directorate (Pinto et al., 2023). Thus, it seems that more than not having regulations or services for addressing the specific needs of students with disabilities, these results suggest a lack of staff’s knowledge regarding what exists in the institution (namely, about regulations and support services). In addition, although showing available to participate in training events/programmes, many participants in the study tended to report that their institution do not organize training actions about inclusion and disability. Together, these results point out the need to involve all members of the institution and to proactively implement concerted actions in various dimensions of the institution in order to create equitable conditions of participation and success for all the students (Freire; Núñez-Nogueroles, 2024a).

			In relation to future research avenues, it will be interesting to focus on accessibilities other than physical; for instance, the institutions’ websites, the educational platforms and the apps involved in the teaching and learning process are useful tools nowadays that should be available to every student. Other resources must be checked as well in order to reach high accessibility standards. For example, as Mulliken & Atkins (2009) declare, if the provision of services such as alternative format books is integrated into academic libraries rather than being supplied as accommodations by the office for disability services, we will be moving towards a more universal design in higher education. Furthermore, it is essential for researchers to delve into the degree of implementation of these practical issues if real progress is to be made. Indeed, not only setting goals is needed; it is imperative to assess whether they are being achieved or not. Monitoring the extent to which institutions are accessible is crucial for taking steps towards full inclusion in higher education (United Nations, 2014).
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