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they still encounter an ableist system of teaching and learning that hinders their equitable participation. This study focuses on the
student experience at one middle-sized university – the University of Malta - which has been developing accommodations for
students with disability over the past three decades. The study applied a framework for understanding the aspirations and needs
of students with disability in higher education that was developed through a systematic scoping review of recent research
(Bartolo et al., 2023) comprising three dimensions: student self-identity development, universal design of higher education
environments, and flexible individual accommodations. Data consisted of a quantitative survey with university students with
disability as well as semi-structured interviews with autistic students. The findings provide important new insights relevant to
the inclusion of students with disability in tertiary education, namely: the students’ struggle with developing a healthy
self-identity, overcoming stigma, and building self-advocacy and self-management skills; a call for inclusive universal design of
teaching and more understanding by lecturers; and finally a call for more tailored support for the design and implementation of
accommodations involving the students themselves..
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  Abstract
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Introduction. The number of students with disabilities in Higher Education is increasing, but research shows that they continue to
face significant challenges for equitable participation. This study aims to deepen our understanding of these challenges through the
perceptions of students with disabilities themselves. This paper presents a study on the aspirations and experiences of these
students carried out by the University ACCESS-Disability Support Unit. Methods: Participants were students with disabilities
enrolled at the University of Malta. Data was collected through a student survey with quantitative and open-ended questions and
semi-structured interviews with students on their aspirations, on how far they felt enabled to participate in the university
academic and social environments, and on how useful were the individual accommodations provided for their equitable
participation. The online questionnaire was completed by 51 students constituting 21% of the total relevant population, while
semi-structured interviews were held with four autistic students. Findings. The findings firstly showed that these students
considered the university as mainly an opportunity for self-development but experienced significant difficulties during their
transition to and at the university for developing a healthy self-identity in the ableist university environment. Secondly, students
called for the teaching system to be more pedagogically effective and sensitive to diverse student needs and for their involvement
in the development of appropriate facilities for students. Thirdly, they reported that individual accommodations were necessary
for their equitable participation and called for less bureaucratic processing of applications, individual negotiation of
accommodations, and a system for informing lecturers of students' needs. Discussion. The study suggests  that higher education
institutions should listen to the concerns of students with disabilities and involve them in curricular and environmental planning.
They need to create a diversity respectful ethos and socio-emotional support that promotes everyone's membership in the
university community, while adopting a universal design for learning mindset that is open to the diverse needs of students and
providing a smooth system of accommodations for other individual needs.
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Abstract  

Introduction: The number of students with disabilities in Higher Education is An increasing, 

but research shows that they continue to face significant challenges for equitable 

participation.  number of students with disability are enrolling in higher education. Over the 

past few years, the number of students This study aims to deepen our understanding of these 

challenges through the perceptions of students with disabilities themselves. who registered as 
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having a disability at the University of Malta too has risen from 0.83% to 3.1%. This paper 

presents a study on the aspirations and experiences of these students carried out by the 

University ACCESS-Disability Support Unit.  

Methods: Participants were students with disabilities enrolled at the University of Malta. 

Data was collected through a student survey with quantitative and open-ended questions and 

semi-structured interviews with students on their aspirations, on how far they felt enabled to 

participate in the university academic and social environments, and on how useful were the 

individual accommodations provided for their equitable participation. The online 

questionnaire was completed by that was completed online by 51 students constituting 21% 

of the total relevant populationwith disability, while foura semi-structured interviews wereas 

held with four autistic students.  

Results: The findings firstly showed that these students considered the university as mainly 

an opportunity for self-development but experienced significant difficulties during their 

transition to and at the university for developing a healthy self-identity in the ableist 

university environment. Secondly, students called for the teaching system to be more 

pedagogically effective and sensitive to diverse student needs and for their involvement in the 

development of appropriate facilities for students. Thirdly, they reported that individual 

accommodations were necessary for their equitable participation and called for less 

bureaucratic processing of applications, individual negotiation of accommodations, and a 

system for informing lecturers of students’ needs.regard the services and support offered by 

the University and ACCESS Unit as generally enabling them to pursue their studies 

equitably. At the same time, the findings firstly highlight the challenges that these students 

continue to experience as they struggle to develop healthy self-identities within an ableist 

culture; secondly. respondents call for further understanding and for the improvement in the 

inclusiveness of the University system; and finally, they suggest that the disability support 

office can facilitate more effectively the implementation of more individually tailored 

accommodations.  

Discussion: The study suggests suggests that higher education institutions should  listen to 

the concerns of students with disabilitystudents with disabilities and involve them in 

curricular and environmental planning. They need to create a diversity respectful ethos and 

socio-emotional support that promotes everyone’s membership in the university community, 

while adopting a  to develop a universal design for learning mindset that is open to the 

diverse needs of students and providing a smooth system of accommodations for other 
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individual needs. better understanding of their needs and thus enable more equitable 

participation of all students. 

 

KEYWORDS: higher education, disability, mental health, self-identity, equityaccess, 

accessinclusive education, universal design, reasonable accommodations 

 

1. Introduction 1 

An increasing number of students with disabilitystudents with disabilities are enrolled in 2 

higher education (HE) across the world (UNESCO, 2022). In Malta too, following the 3 

implementation of inclusive education in compulsory schooling, Over the past few years the 4 

number of students registered as having a disability at the University of Malta has been 5 

increasing, rising too rose from 98 (0.83% of all students in 2016) to 383 (3.1% of all 6 

students in 2023)0.83% to 2.2%. However, such students may often feel unwelcome in the 7 

ableist HE environment which is still seen as ‘the space for society's most able, physically, 8 

mentally, and otherwise - not a place to admit to any weakness or challenge’ (Dolmage, 2017, 9 

p.  96). This study aims ‘to ensure that persons with disabilities are able to access general 10 

tertiary education… on an equal basis with others’ (UN General Assembly, 2006, art. 11 

24(5)Such students, however, still face barriers to equitably participate in the ableist tertiary 12 

education environment (Brown et al., 2021; Lindsay et al., 2018; Sheldon et al., 2021).  13 

This study was undertaken by the ACCESS-Disability Support Unit of the (University of 14 

Malta, n.d.) to understand better the challenges and needs of students with disabilities and 15 

medical and mental health conditions for their equitable participation.in its search for 16 

improving the services offered to students with disability, including medical and mental 17 

health conditions (UNCRPD, 2006, art. 1 18 

While the Unit is mainly concerned with providing students with individual accommodations, 19 

this study adopts an inclusive education lens that calls for a rethinking of the design of 20 

curricula and instruction, the physical and social environment and activities and services to 21 

make them accessible to the needs of the diversity of students (Zorec et al., 2024). This 22 

implies the application of Universal Design in HE (Burgstahler, 2021) which has been widely 23 
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used as an appeal for systemic access to learning termed Universal Design for Instruction 24 

(Scott et al., 2003), or Universal Design for Learning (UDL). UDL has become a prominent 25 

feature of the policies of HE globally as they respond to the requirements of the UN 26 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN General Assembly, 2006), or to 27 

national legislations such as the Higher Education Opportunity Act (Madaus et al., 2012) in 28 

the US, and similarly in Canada, Europe, and Australia as part of the required efforts to 29 

enhance accessibility and inclusivity in education. This call has greater importance because it 30 

addresses the needs of both students with recognised disabilities as well as those of many 31 

others with unrecognised needs (Jansen et al., 2017). Inclusive systems, rather than individual 32 

accommodations, ensure equal valuing of all when ‘differences are valued as resources, and 33 

customs emerge through the co-creation of inclusive conditions under which all can thrive’ 34 

(Cook-Sather and Cook-Sather, 2023, p. 1). However, there is currently more literature on its 35 

desirability than its implementation. The recently updated UDL guidelines detail three 36 

principles, namely (1) Engagement, such as by ‘centering, affirming, and sustaining learners’ 37 

interests and identities’; (2) Representation, such as by ‘valuing multiple ways of knowing 38 

and making meaning’; and (3) Action and Expression, such as by ‘honoring and valuing a 39 

wide variety of forms of communication’ (CAST, 2024). It may be most effective to use 40 

UDL, not as a checklist, but rather as a mindset for enabling the participation of all students: 41 

‘Universal Design is not a tailoring of the environment to marginal groups; it is a form of 42 

hope, a manner of trying’ (Dolmage, 2917, p. 116). The aim of this study is therefore to 43 

highlight the need for such a mindset. 44 

At the same time, while working towards UDL, the way in which many students with 45 

disabilities have been enabled to follow HE successfully has been through the provision of 46 

individual accommodations, even if this falls within a deficit model of disability (Zohri and 47 

Bogotch, 2023). The process of obtaining needed accommodations is also worth studying 48 

because for students it is ‘complex, uncomfortable, and riddled with barriers’ (Ristad et al., 49 

2024).).  50 

The focus of this study is on how the students themselves perceive their HE experience. 51 

There is an increasing amount of literature on student voices. A search of the major 52 

international databases at the University of Malta identified ten systematic reviews published 53 

between 2017 and 2022 that reported relevant studies. These addressed four major relevant 54 

student concerns: general reviews of the provision of accommodations for students with 55 
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disabilities (Brown et al., 2021; Lindsay et al., 2018; Moriña & Biagiotti, 2021); the 56 

experiences of students with mental health conditions in HE (Elharake et al., 2022; Reis et 57 

al., 2022; Sanderson et al., 2020; Sheldon et al., 2021); the use of Assistive Technology (AT) 58 

(McNicholl et al., 2021) and online learning (Reyes et al., 2021); and post-secondary 59 

education transition programs (Lindsay et al., 2018). While all the reviews touched on 60 

relevant issues, they were limited in focus or in the range of studies and only Moriña and 61 

Biagiotti’s (2021) review addressed more widely the two issues relevant to our purpose, 62 

namely what they termed “internal” and “external success factors” for students with 63 

disabilities in HE. They identified six internal factors, namely “Self-Determination, Self-64 

Advocacy, Self-Awareness, Self-Discipline, Self-esteem, and Executive Function”, and eight 65 

external factors, namely “Family support, Moral support, Financial support, Social support, 66 

University support, Disability services, Staff and faculty support, and Peer social support” (p. 67 

5). Even in this review, however, there was limited consideration of students’ perception of 68 

how the university system facilitated or created barriers to learning and belongingness; no 69 

reference was made to issues of stigma. 70 

We therefore carried out a systematic scoping review of issues related to student equitable 71 

participation in HE through a search of three relevant databases (PsycINFO, ERIC and Web 72 

of Science), using the following terms: (disab* OR 'mental health' OR inclus* OR access* 73 

OR accommod* OR adjust* OR transition) (in title); AND ('higher education' OR tertiary OR 74 

university OR college OR 'post-secondary education' OR undergraduate) (in title); AND 75 

student* (in abstract). This led to a review of 133 studies, published from January 2017 to 76 

February 2022, reporting the experiences of students with disabilities from HE institutions in 77 

countries across the world, comprising a total of 12,202 student participants (Bartolo et al., 78 

2023). Over half of the studies included students with various disabilities with the rest 79 

focused on a single disability: physical disability (7), visual impairment (12), hearing 80 

impairment (1), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (3), Autism Spectrum 81 

Condition (ASC) (13), Learning Disabilities (LD) or Specific Learning Difficulties (SpLD) 82 

(8), medical conditions (2), and mental health conditions (9).  83 

A qualitative thematic analysis of the studies led to the identification of three main concerns 84 

of students with disabilities in HE. Firstly, we found that a crucial component of the student 85 

higher education experience was the development of their own self-identity. Students 86 

underlined the importance of self-development, their struggle with stigma and disclosure of 87 

their disability, and their trajectory into and through higher education towards autonomy and 88 
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career prospects (Abes and Wallace, 2018; Vaccaro et al., 2018). The development of self-89 

determination and self-advocacy skills was regarded as an essential element of success as had 90 

been reported in Moriña and Biagiotti’s (2021) review. 91 

Secondly, the studies described how students struggled for full membership in the university 92 

community, calling for a transformation of university physical, social and teaching 93 

environments for them to access and participate in academic and social activities – all issues 94 

related to UDL. Indeed, UDL was mentioned in 51 of the reviewed studies and was a main 95 

focus of five of them (Griful-Freixenet et al., 2017; Ndlovu, 2021; Nieminen and Personen, 96 

2019; Wilkens et al., 2021; Yusof, 2020). Two studies (Griful-Freixenet et al.; Nieminen & 97 

Pesonen) examined whether student needs were addressed through UDL. One important 98 

finding was that ‘several elements perceived as effective to some students were perceived at 99 

the same time as barriers to others’ (Griful-Freixenet et al., p. 1634). What all the students 100 

agreed was important was ‘a positive instructional climate open for communication, 101 

formative feedback provided in a frequent, timely and specific manner, and feeling engaged 102 

in cooperative learning exercises and group discussions’ (p. 1642).  103 

The third main finding of the scoping review was that, while calling for systemic 104 

accessibility, students with disabilities still perceived individual accommodations as 105 

necessary and helpful for their equitable participation. ‘Accommod*’ was mentioned 3087 106 

times in 113 of the studies. However, students also reported that they were frequently hesitant 107 

to request accommodations because of stigma. They were trying to balance their need to 108 

develop autonomy, also in preparation for employment, with their sorely needed individual 109 

course and test access arrangements to create a fair playing field for them (Sarrett, 2018). 110 

There were some difficulties and accommodations that were common to all categories, such 111 

as the processing of tasks being more time-consuming and laborious for various reasons, 112 

necessitating extra time during assessments or extended deadlines for assignments (Gelbar 113 

and Madaus, 2021). Students also suggested that accommodations should be based on the 114 

individual’s needs rather than diagnostic categories (e.g., Fox and McNally, 2018), and best 115 

negotiated with themselves (e.g., Accardo et al., 2019). The services of an efficient disability 116 

support office that ensured information and implementation were also highlighted (Moriña 117 

and Perera, 2020). 118 

 119 
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The framework for the present study was developed through a systematic scoping review of 120 

the experiences of students with disability in higher education (HE) (Bartolo et al., 2023). 121 

That review analyzed relevant articles published between 2017-22 that reported the expressed 122 

aspirations and concerns of HE students with various disabilities from across the world. It 123 

identified three main themes. Firstly, students underlined the importance of the development 124 

of their self-identity, struggle with stigma and disclosure of their disability, self-advocacy, 125 

self-determination and purpose as they transitioned into and through higher education (e.g., 126 

Abes and Wallace, 2018; Vaccaro et al., 2018). The development of self-determination and 127 

self-advocacy skills was regarded as an essential element of success (Moriña and Biagiotti, 128 

2021). 129 

Secondly, students called for a transformation of HE physical, social and teaching 130 

environments for them to have equitable opportunities to participate in academic and social 131 

activities as envisioned in Universal Design (UD) (Burgstahler, 2021). UD ensures 132 

accessibility without the need for adaptations. Thus, it addresses the needs of both students 133 

with recognised disabilities as well as those with unrecognised needs (Jansen et al., 2017b), 134 

and it also avoids the singling out of students with disability (Hewett et al., 2020). Universal 135 

Design for Learning (UDL) also highlights the motivational aspects of learning activities 136 

(CAST, n.d.). UDL can be best achieved when lecturers value all students equally and 137 

respond to their feedback (e.g., Bê, 2019). 138 

The third main finding was that students perceived individual accommodations as necessary 139 

and helpful for their equitable participation. They called for accommodations to be based on 140 

the individual’s needs rather than diagnostic categories (Fox and McNally, 2018), and best 141 

negotiated with themselves (Accardo et al., 2019). The services of an efficient disability 142 

support office that ensured information and implementation were also highlighted (Moriña 143 

and Perera, 2020).  The findings of this systematic scoping review were very relevant to the 144 

University of Malta’s (UoM) attempts to meet the needs of students with disabilities. The 145 

UoM is a middle-sized university serving as the only public university of the Maltese Islands. 146 

It has a 400-year history and hosted 12,354 students across 14 Faculties in 2022-23, including 147 

over 1000 foreign students. The UoM has an Equity, diversity and inclusion policy (UoM, 148 

2023) and has for the past three decades been developing services for students with 149 

disabilities in the form of accommodations, termed ‘Access Arrangements’ (UoM, 2018). It 150 

has an administrative unit that is dedicated to the provision of such arrangements - the 151 
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ACCESS Disability Support Unit (ADSU) (UoM, n,d.). There is also a Student Health and 152 

Wellness Unit which offers mainly counselling services. While initially ADSU served 153 

students with developmental and other disabilities, in recent years it started serving also an 154 

increasing number of students with mental health difficulties in line with the UN Convention 155 

definition of disability (UN General Assembly, 2006, art. 1). However, even for these 156 

students, it is mainly focused on providing them with accommodations. The findings from the 157 

systematic scoping review about students’ concerns about their personal and social 158 

development in HE provided a new insight. This issue was highlighted also in another 159 

systematic review that found that university services for students with ADHD were 160 

‘disproportionately weighted towards academic support considering their emotional 161 

challenges and potential difficulties to access the labour market’ (Álvarez-Godos et al., 2023, 162 

p. 11). 163 

Thus, the present study adopted theused this review’s three-themed framework for equitable 164 

access to higher education by students with disabilities, namely, the provision of 165 

opportunities for healthy personal identity development, the universal design of physical, 166 

social and learning environments, and the provision of accommodations for individual 167 

student needs. These were formulated into to address the following research questions: (1) 168 

How do students perceive their personal experience and trajectory at the university? (2) How 169 

inclusive do students consider the University teaching and campus environment?  (3) How 170 

helpful do students consider the accommodations provided for students with 171 

disabilitystudents with disabilities? 172 

 173 

2. Method 174 

The study used a mixed methodology to capture both a representative picture of the students’ 175 

perceptions as well as a deeper understanding of their experiences. A mixed method approach 176 

was adopted to provide a more complete and valid account of the students’ perceptions of 177 

their university experience. It uses the strength of the generalizability of the quantitative 178 

approach with the strength of the meaningfulness of the qualitative approach (Venkatesh, 179 

Brown and Bala, 2013). Thus, we aimed to achieve both a representative account of the 180 

general student perceptions of the level of inclusivity and supportiveness of the university 181 

structures and processes, as well as deeper explanations of those perceptions. Given the 182 

In review



findings from the systematic scoping review, it was decided to carry out the quantitative 183 

(survey) and qualitative (interviews) investigations concurrently. The study was approved by 184 

the University Research Ethics Committee.  185 

Data collection tools 186 

The survey comprised four question categories with likert-scale or multiple-option lists of 187 

items: demographics including student gender, faculty, age, level of study, and disability, 188 

medical or mental health condition (5 questions); aspirations and transitional processes from 189 

compulsory education to higher education and to future life (5 questions); inclusiveness of 190 

social and academic systems at University (3 questions); the experience of accommodations 191 

provided for coursework, and for examinations accommodations and for remote learning  (4 192 

questions). Each question allowed for a final open-ended comment.  193 

The interviews covered the same issues. They were offered only to autistic students who tend 194 

to have a variety of access and support needs (Sarrett, 2018) and their challenges were raised 195 

in Malta’s autism strategy (Autism Advisory Council, 2021).  196 

Participants 197 

An invitation to complete the survey online was sent to all students whose request for 198 

accommodations had been processed during the first semester of 2022-23.  It was sent through 199 

the University Registrar and only to those who had consented to receive such communications. 200 

Thus, it was emailed to 243 students, An invitation to complete the survey online was sent to 201 

all the students whose requests for accommodations had been processed at the beginning of the 202 

academic year 2022-23. These totalled 243, including 15 autistic students who were also 203 

invited to participate in an individual interview. (by end of year the total number of students 204 

requesting accommodations totalled 383, being 3.1 per cent of the total university population 205 

of 12,500).  206 

Survey respondents totalled 51, representing a ‘modest’ response rate of 21% (Fleming et al, 207 

2017). A higher rate could have been achieved if the invitation had been sent by the ADSU but 208 

such a path was not used due to ethical considerations, particularly as in the small Maltese 209 

community there are more challenges to confidentiality. However, though the sample was 210 

limited, it was regarded as being typical of the relevant student population with whom half the 211 

project team was actively engaged. Table 1 shows how the sample included students with a 212 
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range of gender identities, from various faculties, institutes, and centres. Respondents also 213 

represent the major student groups who receive accommodations, namely those with ADHD, 214 

SpLD, and Autism, and various medical and mental health conditions. There were 20 (39%) 215 

students who reported more than one condition, such as ADHD and depression, SpLD and 216 

anxiety as also reported in other studies (e.g., Sarrett, 2018). 217 

Four interviews of about an hour each were carried out with volunteering autistic students 218 

coming from different genders, different years, levels, and areas of study.  219 

Data analysis 220 

Content validity of the survey questionnaire was ensured through an expert panel review made 221 

up of the multidisciplinary project team who are all engaged in the field. In addition, a cognitive 222 

interview was held with two students with disabilities to ensure proper formulation of the 223 

survey questions and statements. Cronbach’s Alpha results of all sections of the questionnaire 224 

ranged from .883 to .771, thus exceeding the 0.7 threshold value indicating good internal 225 

consistency between the items. Moreover, the vast majority of inter-item correlations were 226 

positive.  227 

The quantitative results are mainly in terms of mean ratings of statements on a 5-point Likert 228 

scale, where 1 corresponds to ‘not at all satisfied’, ‘not at all helpful’, ‘strongly disagree’, and 229 

5 corresponds to ‘extremely satisfied’, ‘extremely helpful’, ‘strongly agree’. Some included a 230 

‘not-applicable’ choice. Other results are in terms of the percentage of students who ticked 231 

items out of a list.  232 

We used the Kruskal Wallis test to compare mean rating scores obtained for the different 233 

groups by gender, age, faculty, level of study, and disability for Likert scale questions, such as 234 

the one on general feeling of university students between undergraduate and postgraduate 235 

university students (Figure 5). The mean rating scores range from 1 to 5, where 1 corresponds 236 

to ‘strongly disagree’ and 5 corresponds to ‘strongly agree’, where a larger mean rating score 237 

implies a higher agreement. The null hypothesis specifies that the mean rating scores provided 238 

to the statement vary marginally between the groups and is accepted if the p-value exceeds the 239 

0.05 level of significance. The alternative hypothesis specifies that the mean rating scores 240 

provided to the statement vary significantly between the groups and is accepted if the p-value 241 

is less than the 0.05 criterion as is the case in Figure 7. Similarly, we looked at percentage 242 

differences among the different groups in the choices they made from multiple-options lists (Chi 243 
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Square test). The few significant discrepancies between the mean ratings of the different groups are 244 

reported below. 245 

We used the Friedman test to looked for any discrepancies in mean rating scores of different items 246 

within a question, such as between the several statements related to challenges encountered by 247 

students (Figure 6). The null hypothesis specifies that the mean rating scores provided to the 248 

statements are similar and is accepted if the p-value is larger than the 0.05 level of significance. The 249 

alternative hypothesis specifies that the mean rating scores provided to the statements differ 250 

significantly and is accepted if the p-value is less than the 0.05 criterion as in Figure 6. (Friedman 251 

test), as well as differences in mean rating scores obtained for the different groups by gender, age, 252 

faculty, level of study, and disability (Kruskal Wallis test). Similarly, we looked at percentage 253 

differences among the different groups in the choices they made from multiple-options lists (Chi 254 

Square test). These measures were applied to all survey results. The few significant discrepancies 255 

between the mean ratings of the different groups are reported below.  256 

The survey’s open-ended responses and the four transcribed interviews were thematically analysed 257 

by the first two authors through the use of NVivo software. All data was coded into numerous 258 

categories that were aggregated into eight topic clusters, namely: aspirations, identity development, 259 

overarching inclusion issues, supportive arrangements, transitions, individual difficulties, 260 

accommodations, and ACCESS -Disability Support Unit. These were then used to provide a deeper 261 

understanding of the quantitative results. 262 

3. Findings 263 

The combined quantitative and qualitative findings are organized around the three research 264 

questions, namely, (3.1) students’ search for personal development; (3.2) students’ reflections 265 

on and calls for making the university systems more inclusive and accessible; and (3.3) 266 

students’ reflections on and calls for improvement in accommodations (which at the 267 

University are termed Access Arrangements -AAs) (see Table 2). Citations are indexed as 268 

Survey comments (Sc) or Interviews (I.1-I.4). 269 

[INSERT HERE Table 2 Overview of findings for the three research questions] 270 

 271 

3.1. Promoting student self-development 272 
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In relation to the first question regarding student self-development, The findings firstly 273 

suggest that students indeed reported that they were motivated to seek higher education in 274 

their search for personal development, but that they experienced great challenges during their 275 

transition to university, and that they struggled to develop a healthy self-identity in the ableist 276 

university environment. 277 

3.1.1.  Need for a smoother transition to university 278 

Most of the 51 respondents attributed the desire to enhance their own personal development: 279 

for career (70.6%), knowledge and skills (66.7%), and independence (47.1%) (see Fig. 1): 280 

I felt I can realise my full potential by pursuing higher education. (Sc) 281 

Some students aspired to improve the lives of others:  282 

To have the tools and qualifications to create positive change. (Sc) 283 

[INSERT HERE Figure 1 Inspiration to Pursue Studies at University] 284 

At the same time, around half the respondents indicated that transitioning to university 285 

presented them with challenges from the new assessment systems (in Malta multiple choice 286 

tests are only used at university) (51%), and lack of information about university procedures 287 

(49%) (see Fig. 2). The need for more information and “transition courses” was highlighted 288 

by one interviewee (I.2). 289 

[INSERT HERE Figure 2 Challenges Faced while Transitioning to University] 290 

When asked what they found helpful to transition to university, more than half of the 291 

respondents (56.9%) indicated the support received through Access Arrangements, the use of 292 

online communication and other assistive technologies (49%), as well as support from family 293 

(43%), and close friendships (41%) (see Fig. 3). One postgraduate interviewee (I.4) who 294 

looked back at her experience of getting the accommodations she needed to access and 295 

progress in her studies, highlighted the importance of having self-advocacy skills. 296 

[INSERT HERE Figure 3 Most Helpful While Transitioning from Sixth Form to 297 

University] 298 

One student also highlighted the need for personal self-advocacy: 299 
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I found that unless you face it and try and remove the obstacle you will never get 300 

anywhere. (I.4) 301 

Autistic students felt the need for gradual preparation, with one student suggesting the 302 

provision of “transition courses” that prepare you for both “how to learn” as well as “the 303 

social element, you’re gonna have other classmates” (I.2). 304 

3.1.2. Ambivalent feelings about the university experience 305 

Students reported being more satisfied than dissatisfied with their academic and social 306 

experiences at uUniversity, with five out of seven statements receiving a mean rating above 307 

3.00 (see Fig. 4). However, there was a significant difference (p = 0.001) between their rating 308 

of satisfaction with their choice of course (3.6) versus how far they are achieving their aims 309 

(2.9). Female students were significantly more satisfied than males in achieving their aims (p 310 

< 0.042). 311 

[INSERT HERE Figure 4 Level of Satisfaction with the University Experience] 312 

Students also reported significantly more positive than negative feelings about the university 313 

(p = 0.001, see Fig. 5), with high mean rating scores for feeling welcomed by peers (3.67) and 314 

lecturers (3.65), and feeling enabled to participate (3.61), and to explore their self-identity 315 

(3.59). 316 

[INSERT HERE Figure 5 General Feeling as a University Student] 317 

The four autistic students interviewed had a hard time in secondary education and so reported 318 

feeling better at university, aided by understanding and accepting their condition – three were 319 

diagnosed as adults – and developing a gradual sense of safety in the tertiary environment: 320 

positive experiences, feeling more at ease in tertiary education:  321 

“At university is when I started to be more outgoing because I found that I can do it and it’s 322 

fine. I don’t need to be scared”. … (I.4);  323 

I integrated… this does not mean that I am a popular person and I speak to everyone, but 324 

integrated means… “I don’t feel ashamed or shy…. when I feel the need to speak during 325 

lectures”. (I.1). This was also helped by finding that they could share their autism journey with 326 

fellow students:  327 
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One student felt she could share her interests and experience as “There are actually quite a few 328 

autistic people in my department … So we seemed to all be quite connected in that sense” (I.2). 329 

3.1.3. Struggling with self-identity and stigma 330 

Feelings of sStigma, however, was were also evident in the survey responses. Despite high 331 

mean ratings for positive feelingsmental states, there were substantial concerns with negative 332 

feelings and perceptions: feeling very anxious (3.04), feeling alone (2.84), thinking lecturers 333 

and peers did not recogniseing their abilities (2.63 and 2.55), and concerned about others 334 

knowing about their condition (2.55). Students following pPostgraduate students degrees 335 

scored a higher mean satisfaction rating than undergraduate students for all statements, and 336 

undergraduates were scored significantly more higherconcerned about on most of these 337 

negative feelings and perceptions (p < 0.001) (see Table 32).  338 

Students also reported significant internal struggles. One survey respondent internalised 339 

inferiority feelings to a serious level: “I view myself, broadly, as an academic failure.” Three 340 

of the autistic students were diagnosed as adults and experienced it as a relief: 341 

When I received the official diagnosis [at 19 years], I started understanding what I was going 342 

through…. The feelings that I had in the past of inferiority complex that I couldn’t… before I 343 

used to stay on my own. [Now] I do not feel socially inadequate. (I.1) 344 

 [The diagnosis at 19 years] was a huge relief. Erm… because I started looking at myself not 345 

like a broken person, but like a successful autistic person, kind of thing. … I just struggle with 346 

feelings of me being a burden to those around me, but like I’m trying to work on that even. … 347 

(I.3) 348 

One interviewee described his concern about denigration of his abilities: These interviewees 349 

also reported explicit concerns regarding stigma:  350 

“Unfortunately, a lot of people assume that if you have autism than you also have intellectual 351 

disability”… (I.1). Two other interviewees reported struggling to stop masking their autism 352 

because they were concerned that they might “be perceived as a burden” (I.4; I.3). 353 

Thus, they felt pressure to mask their difficulties: 354 
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My reasoning for masking was unconscious – was that they don’t need to know my 355 

difficulties, and I don’t want to be perceived like a burden. I suppose it’s still a habit to 356 

mask ... But nowadays I’m a lot more open, a lot more accepting. (I.4) 357 

3.1.4. Challenges of emotional regulation and social interactionStruggling with 358 

academic and social demands 359 

Despite the stigmatising ableist context, with regards to both academic and social engagement, 360 

students rated as most challenging their own internal struggles: particularly handling stress 361 

(4.31), sustaining attention (during lectures) (4.18), as well as ‘Building friendships’ (3.27) 362 

(see Fig. 6).  363 

[INSERT HERE Figure 6 Challenges Encountered to Follow Course Successfully] 364 

There was indeed a significant discrepancy (p < 0.001 on Friedman test) between the mean 365 

ratings for personal challenges at >4.0 and those arising from the social and physical 366 

environment at <3.0 (see Fig. 6).  367 

On the other hand, students’ experiences differed widely across individuals: the standard 368 

deviation in rating scores was almost always >1.0, and > 1.5 for two statements (‘Following 369 

online lectures’ and ‘Following deadlines’ - see Table 34).  370 

Survey comments highlighted tudents commented particularly how “Having problems 371 

socialising and developing relationships” affected their academic engagementhas been 372 

debilitating for all areas of the course” (Sc). Some reported only attended lectures and avoided 373 

socialising because of lack of social skills. Others reported that social activities were not 374 

accessible to them because of their condition: one because of her visual impairment, and 375 

autistic students because of the noisiness and chaotic nature of the events.: 376 

I find it difficult to speak to any of the other students, as I can’t imagine what relevant or useful 377 

things I could say to them and am far too inconsistent to respect most informal obligations. 378 

(Sc) 379 

I only come for my lectures and leave almost immediately, socializing little. (Sc) 380 

I always kept back [from social activities] due to my visual impairment. (Sc) 381 

One autistic student found social activities at university too loud, unstructured, or conflicting: 382 
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I don’t drink, I don’t like loud noises, and I don’t like unstructured things and that’s the 383 

only thing that they’re organising. … Often I found university to be a centre of 384 

partisanship, especially in the political side of things, I often find it so annoying, …  I 385 

don’t want to be part of it. (I.4) 386 

On the other hand, two autistic students reported being more able to participate when there 387 

were more Some students felt enabled to engage through structured collaborative academic 388 

activities like talks or workshops (I.3), or informal fellow student meetings for sharing of 389 

course tasks (I.4).: 390 

Yeah, I found my circle of friends. We shared memes about the course, we joked 391 

together, and we helped each other with assignments that were particularly difficult. 392 

(I.4) 393 

I attended like talks, like someone presenting research or someone has like a workshop, 394 

related to disability. (I.3) 395 

3.2. A generally inclusive system in need of improvement 396 

Students rated the university academic and social environment as generally inclusive, with a 397 

rating >3.0 for 7 out of the 8 statements (see Fig. 7).  398 

3.2.1. Call for more inclusive teaching 399 

However, tThere was an unexpected significant discrepancy (p<0.001) in the mean rating of 400 

two related statements: ‘Lecturers are generally helpful’ (3.73) versus ‘Staff are knowledgeable 401 

about how to best enable me to participate fully in learning and assessment’ (2.96) (see Fig. 7).  402 

[INSERT HERE Figure 7 Inclusive Support at University] 403 

Many commented about the need for staff training in inclusive teaching. In the first place this 404 

required basic qualities of good teaching as is implied in UDL. Lecturers have to “capture the 405 

attention and interest of their students, something essential not just for those with attention 406 

deficits but for practically anyone” (Sc); they had to be respectful and avoid 407 

“negative/condescending attitudes” (Sc); they had to be aware of individual needs, whether of 408 

students with a diagnosis not (Sc; I.1); they need to clarify their expectations of student work 409 

and provide regular feedback (Sc); all lecturers should put slides and materials on the virtual 410 
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learning environment platform (Sc; I.1).: There were calls for both more structured teaching 411 

and expectations (I.1), as well as for as well as for use of open discussions (I.3) and personal 412 

research choices (I.4). 413 

Lecturers should also be taught how to teach. (Sc)  414 

University should heavily consider vetting the lecturers it has more. Some are brilliant lecturers 415 

who can capture the attention and interest of their students, something essential not just for 416 

those with attention deficits but for practically anyone. But some other lecturers are clearly 417 

only there to read out notes. (Sc) 418 

The ‘lecture’ style of the lectures and the strictness of some lecturers made my condition a bit 419 

worse, which was also affected by the negative/condescending attitudes of certain lecturers 420 

towards lecturing/’teaching’ (purposefully in speech marks). (Sc) 421 

Some lecturers only support those with a diagnosis instead of teaching inclusively for all. (Sc) 422 

If we are speaking about inclusion, not a common crowd. We need to see what are the 423 

individual needs of the students, to provide a system that meets everyone’s needs. (I.1)  424 

Lecturers needed to be clearer about what they expected:  425 

One lecturer called my entire class a waste of society’s resources, because we didn’t do our 426 

assignment the way she wanted us to do it. The problem is that she never explained how she 427 

wanted us to do it. (Sc) 428 

Two students called for feedback to be given regularly: 429 

It would have been helpful to be provided feedback without the need to ask for one. (Sc) 430 

Students also highlighted the need for more ordered organisation of lecture timetables and task 431 

requirements. They were particularly harassed by last minute changes in timetables and by lack 432 

of staggering of deadlines for completion of work (I.2). Three students commented on pressure 433 

of assignments and exams without due consideration by lecturers:  434 

They give it [assignment] more than halfway through the semester when you’re being 435 

bombarded by other ones … and with my time management I can’t do multiple things 436 
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at ones … when I get like five essay questions that I have to do within a month. It’s not 437 

possible. (I.2) 438 

Some students reported great anxiety about the lack of organisation in terms of timetables and 439 

class cancellations:  440 

I find out my hours for the next week on a Sunday, and it’s very last minute, and that 441 

increases my anxiety, … sometimes the lectures go moved or something and this is 442 

something that freaks me out as well. (I.2) 443 

One interviewee called for more structured teaching:   444 

There are the items on VLE and there is the reading list, so I know what I should be 445 

doing, as long as I have the structure. …  Structure is very important for me. If someone 446 

disrupts the sequence, sometimes I do get angry. … (I.1) 447 

There were several calls for regular use of digital resources: 448 

Things such as slides with good information, early access to slides for all, recordings, 449 

would help a lot. (Sc) 450 

On the other hand, two autistic students were happy with open discussions and enthusiastic 451 

teaching: 452 

I like university the most because, you know, it is, you can put your own personal spin 453 

to things, which you can’t do in secondary school…. You’re allowed to have 454 

discussions in class. You’re allowed to even challenge the lecturer on some things. (I.3) 455 

Here at university you are expected to do your own research which I did find it 456 

challenging at first, but eventually I found it very, very interesting once I got the swing 457 

of it. (I.4) 458 

3.2.2. Helpful and unhelpful aspects of online and hybrid learning  459 

The University of Malta shifted completely to emergency remote teaching during the second 460 

semester of 2019-20. In 2020-21, many students experienced hybrid learning situations, as the 461 

need for physical distancing limited space for larger groups. This 'emergency remote learning' 462 

merely shifted face-to-face instruction to an online format and did not reflect systems of 463 
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properly designed online learning (Hodges, 2020). However, it also provided an opportunity to 464 

assess the university’s sensitivity to the needs of students with disabilities. Consequently, the 465 

study asked participants about their experiences with and participation in such remote 466 

learning.Given the recent experience of remote learning, participants were also asked how far 467 

it enabled their participation. Findings were varied. Positive and negative statements about 468 

online learning were given equal ratings: online learning experience more manageable (3.37), 469 

but online more difficult to follow (3.18). There was a significant discrepancy (p<0.001) 470 

between finding the use of resources on the specific courses’ VLE (Virtual Learning 471 

Environment) and the online assessments most helpful (4.10 and 3.94), versus finding online 472 

learning easier (2.96) (see Fig. 8). Moreover, there was considerable variation among students’ 473 

individual rating scores with standard deviations ranging from sd = 0.9 to 1.48. There were 474 

also significant group differences: Undergraduate students found it significantly more difficult 475 

than those in postgraduate degreesstudents to follow lectures online;  students in Faculties of 476 

Law and Economics found lectures in class more difficult to follow than Science students; on 477 

the other hand, Science students found assessments online significantly more difficult; autistic 478 

students and students with ADHD, anxiety and/or depression, found online learning 479 

significantly easier to attend and to follow than those with other conditions. 480 

[INSERT HERE Figure 8 Use of Remote Online TeachingLearning] 481 

Open comments reflected this variation. The usefulness of the VLE was explained succinctly: 482 

“With the VLE I will have everything sorted/organised. It is available and organised” (I.1). 483 

One student suggested that the university website too could better serve as a store of 484 

information about all university requirements (I.2). 485 

Some students with limited mobility or with autism found online attendance much more 486 

convenient:  487 

I don’t really understand why lectures are not still delivered online. … Case in point is 488 

my case where I had to suspend my studies for a year because I could not physically 489 

attend university due to mobility impairments. (Sc) 490 

At home I could concentrate a lot better, because I can control my sensory environment. 491 

… You don’t have the sensory aspect of the classroom. You don’t have the 492 

interpersonal experience interfering in the classroom. (I.3) 493 
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Working on exams at home like working on an assignment with access to the internet was 494 

clearly seen as an improvement.  495 

On the other hand, one student Online teaching needed improvement. One Sc pointed out the 496 

inadequacy of the emergency remote learning, saying that “online classes should be taught 497 

differently (short, recorded videos and interactive quizzes)” (Sc)., but were at times primitive: 498 

Would prefer that during online teaching, students actually see notes being presented, rather 499 

than an oral lecture. (Sc) 500 

Survey participants were concerned , and male students, showed significantly more concern 501 

that remote learning made relations with lecturers and their peers more difficult (3.49), with 502 

male students (3.94) significantly more than females (3.24). Comments clarified the issues: 503 

Lecturers are always available via email but you still cannot build a good relationship. 504 

(Sc) 505 

I did talk to them [friends] on the phone but, it’s not the same as if you are talking face-506 

to-face. (I.4) 507 

I prefer face-to-face … the fact that the lecture ended and you spoke to the lecturer… 508 

sometimes I will have doubts, and if I ask I will be sure that I understood what has been 509 

said during the lecture. (I.1) 510 

3.2.3. Many students felt supported by their lecturers:   511 

As noted above students rated lecturers as generally helpful (3.73) while also indicating they 512 

were not so able to support their learning (2.96), and not recognising individual needs (2.54) 513 

(see Fig. 7).  514 

These ratings were also reflected in Scs: 515 

Lecturers are very understanding of my condition and also helpful. (Sc) 516 

I had some question in a subject, and he [the lecturer] stayed there after hours…  When 517 

I told the lecturers that I’m autistic, there were lecturers where they paid attention to 518 

my needs. (I.1) 519 

Some students mentioned the support provided by their department: 520 
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I am so grateful for my faculty that they listened to me and arranged the papers 521 

according to what was best for me. (Sc) 522 

But students felt cautious about giving direct negative feedback to lecturers: 523 

Sometimes it’s like they [lecturers] are very encouraging and if I have a problem I can 524 

go up to them and say look, you know, I have this problem, I need to talk it out … and 525 

sometimes if I had to do that, I kind of become the problem, and so it’s kind of you 526 

have to assess beforehand, how it’s gonna go. (I.2) 527 

There were also many comments on lack of lecturer understanding: 528 

One lecturer made me non-verbal, which is very rare for me. She really pushed me and 529 

didn’t consider my feelings. (Sc) 530 

Lecturers should be made more aware of how much of an impact their words can have 531 

on students. (Sc) 532 

3.2.4. Physically accessible environments need to be safe, dignified and usable 533 

There was a very low rating of the challenge of ‘Physical inaccessible classroom environment’ 534 

(1.87 – Fig. 6). But this gives a wrong impression because, while only three participants had 535 

physical disability, this item was rated by 76% of respondents. Students with physical disability 536 

pointed out significant barriers in the campus and classroom environments: 537 

The ring road is very unsafe especially for people with mobility problems like myself. 538 

(Sc) 539 

Some lecture halls do not have a desk; thus, it is very uncomfortable to write. (Sc] 540 

Moreover, students pointed out the need for physical accessibility arrangements that allow 541 

students to enjoy equal dignity:  542 

Priority Seating: Helpful but not enough. This system too often separates me from my 543 

peers. Stairs in theatres should be replaced with ramps and seats at each end of the 544 

theatre should be removable. Thus, a wheelchair user would be able to position 545 

themselves anywhere, not forced to sit at the front or the back of the lecture hall. (Sc) 546 

It is also important to consider accessibility in terms of ‘usable spaces’ (Biggeri et al., 2020): 547 
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I’ve gone to the library, but the drawback is that you are not allowed to bring your bag 548 

which I found a little disconcerting. To carry all your things, your laptop, your papers, 549 

your pencil case, whatever, and you have to put your bag in a locker downstairs. (I.4) 550 

Autistic students also called for better organisation and navigational information: 551 

There are places at university that were built in a certain way that are not quite 552 

accessible… There are some places that do not match the campus map… The way it is 553 

organised is confusing. (I.4) 554 

The highest environmental concern was about excessive sensory stimulation (3.54 – Fig. 6), 555 

even during examinations: 556 

We get a lot of noise from the lights in Lecture Theatre, and as well as the speaker, they 557 

always have like a humming. But, Gateway [building] is horrible to be in. … The chairs 558 

squeak a lot. So, a 160 people chatting, bags plopping, the chairs doing that. I always 559 

had to wear my headphones before class. (I.3) 560 

The quiet room [one of the exam AAs] had a few issues because, well, some invigilators 561 

were quiet, but I know a couple who tried to strike a conversation with me while I was 562 

taking the exam… (I.4) 563 

I wish there were more quiet areas on campus ’cause it seems that every day there is an 564 

activity going on in the quad, in places where they could be quiet are not quiet. (I.4) 565 

The setting up of a ‘calm room’ at the university was mainly intended for autistic students, but 566 

they criticised its location and equipment were not appropriate:  567 

The calm room. … Its right next to the bathroom, there’s no sound proofing, you can 568 

hear everything that’s going on in the bathrooms. If you switch on the lights, they are 569 

the brightest lights I’ve ever seen. (I.3) 570 

Interestingly, the bad ‘calm room’ design led to calls for the involvement of people with 571 

disability themselves in such facilities: 572 

Please hire more people with actual disabilities. I’m done with abled people speaking 573 

for us when they keep getting things wrong. Only we know what we need. (Sc) 574 
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3.3. Access Arrangements (AAs) needed and very helpful 575 

The University of Malta has specific guidelines for accommodations (termed Access 576 

Arrangements - AAs) to address individual needs during coursework and examinations (UoM, 577 

2018). The most commonly requested AAs are extended deadlines for assignments during 578 

coursework and extra time during examinations. While students appreciated the inclusive 579 

aspects of the teaching and social assessment systems that promoted everyone’s participation, 580 

they While appreciating inclusive aspects of the teaching and social systems, students still 581 

highly valued most of the AAas listed in the questionnaire for both coursework and 582 

examinations.  583 

3.3.1. Coursework AAas found very helpful 584 

For coursework (see Fig. 9), all the 17 listed AAas except one received a helpfulness rating 585 

>3.00, with one-third rated >4.00: ‘Use of personal equipment’ (4.45), and ‘Extended 586 

deadlines’ (4.45).   587 

[INSERT HERE Figure 9 Helpful Coursework Access Arrangements] 588 

At the same time, students differed widely in their individual ratings. Firstly, for all 17 AAs 589 

listed, the number of students that ticked the column ‘not applicable’ ranged from 87% for 590 

‘Sign language interpreter’ to 34% for ‘Extended deadlines’. Then the variation in the rating 591 

scores is evidenced by the high standard deviation scores rising to sd = 1.83 for ‘Peer mentor’. 592 

There were concerns that lecturers sometimes refused requested to make the AAs granted to 593 

the student such as the provision of lecture notes before the lecture – though one student 594 

succeeded in getting the Disability Unit to persuade the lecturer. One student reported that 595 

lecture slides were not even given after the lecture:. Autistic students experienced this 596 

significantly more than other groups: 597 

Most concerning I find the fact that lecturers are allowed to choose not to put their 598 

PowerPoints on VLE. This has caused major problems for me and resulted in me doing 599 

worse in my exams. (Sc) 600 

One student also complained that the ACCESS Unit denied the request for access to lectures 601 

online (I.3)., while another reported how the Unit’s intervention led to the provision of lecture 602 

notes before the lectures. 603 

In review



3.3.2. TestExam AAs regarded as very important for student success 604 

Students with disabilities are very concerned about equitability of the assessment system given 605 

their access difficulties. Thus, many assessments require time-restricted written examinations 606 

which present great challenges, for instance, for students with dyslexia who process written 607 

language at a slower pace, for students with dyspraxia who have difficulty with handwriting 608 

and need to be granted the use of a word processor (not part of the system at the time), and to 609 

blind persons needing to make use of assistive technology for both reading and writing.  610 

The helpfulness rating for exam AAs (see Fig. 10) was thus even higher than for coursework 611 

AAs. All except one of the 20 listed AAs received a mean rating > 4.0, the highest being for 612 

seating options in the examination room (4.71), and ‘Alternative exam format’ (4.70). 613 

Interestingly, 59% rated ‘Extra time’ as ’Extremely helpful’. 614 

Again, students differed greatly in their individual ratings. Firstly, many respondents marked 615 

specific AAs as ‘Not applicable’: from 16% for ‘Extra time’ to 91% for ‘Use of sign language 616 

interpreter’. Moreover, when applicable, students also gave varied individual ratings as is 617 

evident by the high level of standard deviation scores: for example, ‘Use of a reader’ (sd = 1.5) 618 

and ‘Permission to utilise personal equipment’ (sd = 1.4) (see Table 4). Interestingly, one 619 

student rejected the ‘permission’ statement: “Personal equipment is often an extension of one’s 620 

body. I don’t agree with needing permission to use it”. 621 

[INSERT HERE Figure 10 Helpful Exam Access Arrangements]  622 

There were several comments on the helpfulness of AAs. Some felt that just being granted AAs 623 

was a needed reassurance for their success, even if they did not use it. Some reported that they 624 

would have applied for some of the AAs listed if these were offered at the university. 625 

It is also important to note that students do not seek AAs to have an advantage over others. One 626 

of the interviewees (I.2) felt “guilty” about using extra time, which she actually needed, but 627 

she only used it after great persuasion by the ACCESS coordinator that she had a right to it.  628 

 629 

3.3.3. Differing views on the procedure for getting AAs 630 
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One issue picked from the scoping review were the hurdles students experienced in the 631 

recognition of their needs and the implementation of AAs. While similar challenges were 632 

highlighted as described below, students were generally satisfied with Students also found the 633 

process of applying for and receiving AAs. This was perhaps the result of to be straightforward 634 

the availability for meeting individually the ACCESS coordinator as some students reported: 635 

I had different meetings with her [the ACCESS Coordinator] and because of the 636 

disability access arrangements, I got to know about the course of action, the path. (I.1) 637 

 . Their mean ratings of the service thus ranged from 3.51 for ease of contacting the 638 

ADSUCCESS Unit to 2.98 for ‘Getting lecturers to implement my access arrangements’ (see 639 

Fig. 11). Male students found it significantly easier than females to get information about AAs 640 

at university. Students in pPostgraduate students degrees also found it easier to ask for AAs. 641 

[INSERT HERE Figure 11 Ease to Apply for Access Arrangement] 642 

Some students commented on the benefit of getting individualised support from the ACCESS 643 

Unit: 644 

I had different meetings with her [the ACCESS Coordinator] and because of the 645 

disability access arrangements, I got to know about the course of action, the path. (I.1) 646 

On the other hand, some saw the application procedures as too bureaucratic:  647 

I was told that the report I had was not valid and would have to see another specialist 648 

to get a new report if I wanted aid; this was something I could not afford to do and as 649 

such I have remained without aid. (Sc) 650 

There were also several calls for more information about available AAs: 651 

As a dyslexic and ADD student, access arrangements are very helpful, but it can be 652 

hard to know what is available. (Sc) 653 

Students also commented about the onerous process of getting the formal diagnosis prior to 654 

applying for AAs.  655 

When I started my journey at university … I needed to start all my reports from the 656 

beginning as the ones I had were outdated – as if this changes anything. (Sc) 657 

In review



Several students also commented about the difficulties they had in communicating the AAs to 658 

their lecturers:  659 

Lecturers should be immediately told about the conditions of the student after asking 660 

for permission instead of forcing the student to tell them. (Sc) 661 

I’ve always been anxious that leveraging my condition and access arrangements with 662 

lecturers would be seen as “making excuses”. (Sc) 663 

One student with physical disability spoke of needs not addressed by AAs: 664 

Packing and unpacking my belongings takes me slightly longer due to more limited 665 

mobility. More concretely, I would have to allocate at least 15 minutes for travelling to 666 

and setting up for the next lecture. (Sc) 667 

There were suggestions for the provision of an individual mentor: 668 

It would be nice to be provided with an in-person appointment that can provide a 669 

connection with the advisor and check-ins if needed. (Sc) 670 

Offering an ADHD life coach would be very helpful, but I understand it might be 671 

financially impossible. (Sc)  672 

As challenges differed, students underlined the importance of “Flexibility and tailor-made 673 

accommodations” (Sc): 674 

I think uni needs to work on listening more and understanding the different needs of 675 

each individual and perhaps be a bit more lenient. (Sc) 676 

4. Discussion  677 

This study represents the perceptions of the higher education experience of students with 678 

disabilitystudents with disabilities at a medium-sized university. While the students rated the 679 

university as generally meeting their needs, survey comments and interviews highlighted 680 

several challenges regarding their personal development, inclusiveness of teaching and 681 

learning and community activities, and necessary accommodations to ensure students’ 682 

equitable access that are generally in line with similar studies (Bartolo et al., 2023). 683 
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Firstly, these students saw the university experience as a more open forum than secondary 684 

education for the development of a more confident and healthy social identity (Dangoisse et 685 

al., 2020; O'Shea and Kaplan, 2018; Squires et al., 2018). This may be an indication of the 686 

more severe struggles with stigma they experienced in secondary education (Zohri and 687 

Bogotch, 2023). It may also be a sign of a developmental process as  Interestingly, those 688 

following post-graduate degrees reported higher satisfaction and positive feelings than 689 

underpost-graduates. For students diagnosed on the autism spectrum in adulthood, the 690 

diagnosis was seen as a relief as they felt validated (Francis et al., 2019) though they were 691 

still concerned about how peers regarded their disability and were struggling with masking or 692 

not masking their condition (see also Mamo, 2023). Our participants included only those who 693 

had disclosed their disability, but they still expressed concerns about peer and faculty 694 

attitudes (McKinney and Swartz, 2022). Stigma appears to be a widely felt experience in 695 

higher education where normalcy is highly valued (Bartolo et al., 2023).  696 

At the same time, it is worth noting that some students with disabilitystudents with 697 

disabilities reported strengthening their determination and self-advocacy skills through their 698 

university experience (Russak and Hellwing, 2019). They were studying to “have the tools 699 

and qualifications to create positive change” (Sc), as also reported in other studies (Vaccaro 700 

et al., 2018). 701 

It was also striking to find that respondents rated personal issues as the most challenging 702 

aspects for participation. Jansen et al. (2017) too found that such difficulties were 703 

experienced significantly more by students with ADHD than those without a disability, while 704 

at the same time highlighting that such difficulties are experienced more widely: for instance, 705 

‘Difficulty with completing task’ was experienced by most students with ADHD (71.2%), but 706 

it was also reported by 38.8% of the nondisabled group. Autistic students required assistance 707 

in reducing their heightened anxiety and social inadequacy (Bell et al., 2017), suggesting the 708 

provision of transition preparation programmes for navigating the new environment and 709 

developing relationships (Accardo et al., 2019; Lei et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2021). There was 710 

also a call for mentors to whom they could turn for information and guidance on any aspect 711 

of university life during the first months (Russak and Hellwing, 2019; Mays and Brevetti, 712 

2020). These findings suggest that, while at the University of Malta the ACCESS Unit is 713 

dedicated to providing accommodations, it needs to link more strongly to the Wellness 714 
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services to provide personal development and counselling support at individual and group 715 

levels (Álvarez-Godos et al., 2023).  716 

In this regard, we also came across a new dimension of self-advocacy that we had not found 717 

in our systematic review (Bartolo et al., 2023) along the slogan of ‘Nothing about us without 718 

us’. This arose from students’ disappointment that a 'calm room' supposedly designed for 719 

individuals with sensory processing issues was, in reality, inadequately set up and surrounded 720 

by noise and other stimuli, making it counterproductive.Because of the inadequacy of a ‘calm 721 

room’ supposedly set up for autistic students,  Consequently there was a strong call for the 722 

involvement of students with disabilitystudents with disabilities themselves in the design and 723 

organisation of facilities for them. Thus, the university can support students not only through 724 

training in self-advocacy but also through encouragement of advocacy groups and their 725 

involvement in the design of curricula and environments as well as in seeking student 726 

feedback on facilities and processes (Luthuli and Wood, 2022). 727 

The second important issue raised by respondents was the need for institutional systems to 728 

take their needs into consideration. Though students did not use the term ‘Universal Design’ 729 

(Burgstahler, 2021), this was implied in the call for “a system that meets everyone’s needs” 730 

by providing systemic structural accessibility in . Reference was made to the three main 731 

inclusion dimensions: accessible physical, teaching, and social environments (Bartolo et al., 732 

2023).  733 

Thus, for physical accessibility, Tthere were calls for regular dignified physical accessibility 734 

to buildings and classroom furniture and to pathways (see also Moriña and Perera, 2020). For 735 

instance, rather than have priority seating, a wheelchair user requested a replacement of stairs 736 

with a ramp that enabled the student to choose seating like their peers. There was also a call 737 

to make the library a, as well as to “usable spaces” for all by allowing students to carry with 738 

them what they needed for doing their study and academic tasks (see Biggeri et al., 2020). 739 

What was highlighted strongly by respondents, and was not found in our previous systematic 740 

review, was the need for calmer surroundings, both within classrooms - and especially within 741 

examination rooms (Mamo, 2023), as well as in the wider campus environment.  742 

Similarly, there was a call for UDL. Respondents focused particularly on the lack of staff 743 

expertise in “teaching inclusively for all”. Students made several recommendations for 744 

improved teaching and assessment practises, including the use of more structured teaching, 745 
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use of both visual and auditory modalities, and that lecturers should communicate their 746 

expectations and assessment criteria to students. They called for the University to step up its 747 

efforts for staff training in general relevant pedagogical skills that benefitted all (UDL), as 748 

well as in the understanding of individual needs of students with disabilities and ways of 749 

addressing them in for both face-to-face and online modalities. Such a call was also found in 750 

one third of the studies reviewed by Bartolo et al. (2023). Students appreciated lecturers who 751 

were able to adopt different styles that met different student needs: there were calls for 752 

Similarly, also, student needs differed: there were calls for both more structured and more 753 

open styles of teaching as was reported in other studies (e.g., Griful-Freixenet et al., 2017).  754 

Thus, participation was facilitated by lecturers who were open-minded, attentive, and truly 755 

concerned about student needs (Bê, 2019; Biggeri et al., 2020; Ehlinger and Ropers, 2020; 756 

Francis et al., 2019; Frank et al., 2020; Kain et al., 2019; Langørgen and Magnus, 2018).  757 

Staff training could also cover topics relating to disabilities generally as well as to particular 758 

conditions (Sarrett, 2018).  759 

Students also called for wider and more flexible use of digital technology. There were varied 760 

experiences regarding online learning with suggestions for allowing it as an alternative choice 761 

for those who had difficulty or were uncomfortable attending in person (Kent et al., 2018). 762 

However, there was a unanimous call for the provision of digital resources on the Virtual 763 

Learning Environment platform as a most useful way for organising learning (Ndlovu, 2021; 764 

Seale et al., 2021). In line with UDL principles, it seems best to make the use of digital 765 

resources mandatory for all lecturers who should be adequately trained to use technological 766 

support to meet all students’ diverse learning needs.  767 

Social inclusiveness was lacking. Participants rated highly feeling anxious and alone and the 768 

challenge of creating friendships positive interrelationships with peers and lecturers, though 769 

there were differences in students’ individual experiences. Autistic students described how 770 

they needed time to adjust to the social challenges of university life. At the same time 771 

students who felt like they belonged, particularly two of the interviewees, reported the 772 

highest levels of satisfaction with their university experience (Fleming et al., 2017; Murphy, 773 

2017). The university can encourage student participation by assigning group projects that 774 

focus on collaboration and that place a high value on various skills and roles, as per UDL 775 

principles (Burgstahler, 2021), while also boosting social support through mentors and a 776 

buddy system (Lambe et al., 2919).  777 
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The third important issue raised by students is to smoothen the process of obtaining 778 

individual accommodations. They rated AAs for both course work and examination most 779 

helpful. Respondents were also generally satisfied with the system for requesting use of AAs 780 

but called mainly for better availability of information about accommodations and for a 781 

system for informing lecturers about their AAs (Mamo, 2023; Moriña et al., 2017; Squires et 782 

al., 2018). They felt that lecturers should not be allowed to refuse certain arrangements 783 

because they did not understand the students’ needs (Langorgen et al., 2018) or because of 784 

inconvenience (Freedman et al., 2020). They were also concerned that others may wrongly 785 

assume the students were seeking advantages (Squires et al., 2018). Calls for reducing the 786 

bureaucracy and expense of updated certification of conditions and needs are also reported in 787 

the literature (Griful-Freixenet et al., 2017; Langørgen and Magnus, 2018; Moriña and 788 

Perera, 2020; Kim and Crowley, 2021). Finally, there was also a call for more flexibility and 789 

individualisation of provision (Fox and McNally, 2018).  790 

5. Conclusion 791 

This study has confirmed the usefulness of the three-prong framework for researching and 792 

developing policy and practice to ensure equitable participation of students with 793 

disabilitystudents with disabilities in higher education (Batolo et al., 2023). The findingsthis 794 

study strongly highlighted is  the need to also develop a welcoming community and socio-795 

emotional and personal development support for the students’ development of a healthy 796 

personalityself-identity and social skills. The call for involvement of students with 797 

disabilitystudents with disabilities themselves in the design of relevant facilities was also a 798 

striking new finding of the studywhich is being highlighted in recent research with calls for 799 

their partnership in the design of university structures and procedures (Cook-Sather and 800 

Cook-Sather, 2023; Zorec et al., 2024). 801 

The study suggests that HE institutions should proactively seek to implement need for 802 

universal design in their campus environments, and teaching and learning and social activities 803 

that ensures products, environments and services can be used by all members of the 804 

community without the need for special adaptations (Burgstahler, 2021). UDL particularly 805 

requires that faculty are trained to be aware of the diverse needs of students and to develop 806 

multiple forms of representation of knowledge and skills, multiple ways of inspiring student 807 

engagement, and multiple forms of communication and assessment which will benefit all 808 

students (CAST, 2024). At the same time, students with disabilities and mental health 809 
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difficulties should have easy access to services for negotiating needed , together with the 810 

necessity for “reasonable accommodations” (UNCRPD, 2016) for their equitable 811 

participation.have been widely acknowledged. What this study strongly highlighted is the 812 

need to also develop a welcoming community and socio-emotional and personal development 813 

support for the students’ development of a healthy personality and social skills. The call for 814 

involvement of students with disability themselves in the design of relevant facilities was also 815 

a striking new finding of the study. 816 

This study had several limitations. Firstly, participants were from a middle-sized university: 817 

larger universities may experience greater constraints as well as greater possibilities for 818 

development of services and should be specifically studied. In addition, given the limited 819 

number of respondents to both the survey and interviews, more representative samples of the 820 

diversity of students with disabilities can provide more generalisable findings. Further 821 

research can either focus on the needs of specific groups or include larger samples that enable 822 

adequate group comparisons. On the other hand, the semi-structured interviews with the 823 

autistic students yielded very rich data that could not be exploited fully in this paper 824 

suggesting that qualitative research can be very useful to highlight the challenges experienced 825 

by this group in HE. The main contribution of the study is the highlighting of the voice of 826 

students with disabilities and particularly the suggestion that they should be included in the 827 

decision-making processes in HE.  828 
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 1035 

 1036 

Table 1  1037 

Main Characteristics of Respondents 1038 

 

Characteristics 

Frequency 

N % 

Gender   

 Male 14  27.45 

 Female 33 64.71 

    Other                                         3 5.88 

    Prefer not to say 1 1.96 

    Total 51 100 

Faculty/Institute/Centre   

    Faculty for Social Wellbeing 15 29.41 

    Faculty of Arts 11 21.57 

    Science Faculties 11 5.88 

    Law and Economics  7  7.84 

    Other (Education and ICT) 7 13.72 

Age   

     18-25 years 33 64.71 

     26 and over 18 35.29 

Level of Study   

In review



     Undergraduate degree 43 84.31 

     Postgraduate degree 8 15.69 

Condition*   

 Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 21 41.18 

 Anxiety and/or Depression 21 25.49 

 Autism Spectrum Condition 10 19.61 

    Specific Learning Difficulties (SpLD/Dyslexia/Dyscalculia) 11 21.57 

    Other (mainly medical Conditions) 27 25.49 

*The total by condition (90) exceeds the actual number of respondents (51) because 20 ticked two 1039 

or more conditions (up to 4). 1040 

 1041 

Table 2 

Overview of Findings for the Three Research Questions 

1) How do students perceive their 

personal experience and trajectory 

at the university?  

• In search for personal development and better career 

prospects 

• Ambivalent feelings about the HE experience 

• Struggle with self-identity and stigma 

• Challenges of emotional regulation and social 

interaction 

(2) How inclusive do students 

consider the University teaching 

and campus environment? 

• Need for staff training in effective, inclusive teaching  

• Helpful and unhelpful experience of emergency 

remote learning  

• Lecturers generally helpful but not knowledgeable 

about needs 

• Physically accessible environments need to be safe, 

dignified and usable 

(3) How helpful do students 

consider the accommodations 

provided for students with 

disabilities? 

 

• Coursework Access Arrangements (AAs) regarded as 

very helpful 

• Test AAs regarded as very important for student 

success 

• Differing views on the procedure for getting AAs 

 1042 

 1043 
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 1044 

 

Table 32 

General Feeling as a University Student, Clustered by Study Level 

General feeling as a university student Study level N Mean 

Std. 

Dev. P-value 

I like being at university Undergraduate 43 3.74 1.136 0.990 

Postgraduate 8 3.75 1.282 

I feel very anxious when I come to 

university 

Undergraduate 43 3.05 1.327 0.891 

Postgraduate 8 3.00 0.756 

I am concerned about others knowing I 

have a disability/medical/mental health 

condition 

Undergraduate 43 2.74 1.311 < 0.001 

Postgraduate 8 1.50 0.535 

I feel that the university experience 

helps me to understand myself and the 

world around me 

Undergraduate 43 3.49 1.077 0.114 

Postgraduate 8 4.13 0.641 

I find it easy to ask myself for the 

access arrangements I need 

Undergraduate 43 2.81 1.350 0.044 

Postgraduate 8 3.63 0.916 

I feel welcomed by my peers Undergraduate 43 3.58 1.006 0.149 

Postgraduate 8 4.13 0.641 

I feel welcomed by my lecturers Undergraduate 43 3.56 1.053 0.149 

Postgraduate 8 4.13 0.641 

I feel enabled to participate in class 

processes 

Undergraduate 43 3.60 0.955 0.958 

Postgraduate 8 3.63 1.188 

I feel that other students do not 

recognise my abilities 

Undergraduate 43 2.65 0.897 0.272 

Postgraduate 8 2.00 1.512 

I feel that lecturers do not recognise my 

abilities 

Undergraduate 43 2.77 0.996 0.030 

Postgraduate 8 1.88 1.246 
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I feel alone at university Undergraduate 43 3.00 1.309 0.043 

Postgraduate 8 2.00 1.309 

I feel very different from other students Undergraduate 43 3.28 1.260 0.004 

Postgraduate 8 1.88 0.835 

I feel that my disability/medical/mental 

condition puts me at a great 

disadvantage at university 

Undergraduate 43 3.28 1.241 0.032 

Postgraduate 8 2.25 1.035 
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 1046 

Table 34  

Considerable Variation in Rating Scores on Challenges Encountered to Follow their Course 

Successfully 

Challenges encountered Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Sustaining and focusing attention 4.18 1.173 

Planning and organising 3.63 1.371 

Completing coursework 3.65 1.339 

Impulsive behaviour and internal restlessness 3.72 1.310 

Following deadlines 3.39 1.537 

Building friendships 3.27 1.484 

Sitting for a long time 3.82 1.307 

Problems handling stress 4.31 0.969 

Too much sensory stimulation during lectures 3.54 1.460 

Following lectures in class 3.54 1.232 

Following online lectures 3.45 1.542 

Physical inaccessible classroom environment 1.87 1.239 

Lecturers refusing to recognise/make arrangements for your 

individual needs 

2.54 1.398 
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Accessing administrative members of staff for general queries 2.56 1.473 

Joining student organisations 2.32 1.416 

X2(14) = 93.423, p < 0.001 1047 

 1048 

 1049 

Table 4  1050 

Considerable Variation in Rating Scores on the Helpfulness of Exam Access Arrangements 1051 

Exam access arrangements Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Extra time 4.51 0.985 

Flexibility with deadlines for handing in assignments 4.63 0.490 

Permission to use assistive technology 4.30 1.252 

Permission to utilise personal equipment 4.18 1.401 

Visual time indication 4.33 1.065 

Permission to defer examination to another examination session 4.67 0.500 

Supervised rest/movement breaks 4.35 0.996 

Variety of seating options in examination room 4.71 0.469 

Examination to be taken in a room with a few students or on your 

own 

4.29 1.142 

Permission to rescheduling of exams if two or more are scheduled 

together 

4.60 0.516 

Examination papers to be provided in enlarged format 4.20 0.447 

Use of a scribe 4.40 0.548 

Use of a reader 3.60 1.517 

Oral explanation 4.56 0.527 

Permission to bring and administer own medication 4.69 0.480 

Permission to bring water and basic snacks to eat during the exams 4.56 0.870 
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Use of sign language interpreter 4.25 0.500 

Considerations regarding difficulties to participate in group 

work/assignments 

4.64 0.505 

Do presentation/viva in front of examiners but not whole class 4.44 1.014 

Alternative exam format 4.70 0.483 

X2(19) = 87.157, p < 0.001 1052 
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