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Abstract
Access for students with disabilities in universities is insufficient to guarantee their 
inclusion. There is a need to implement Universal Design for Learning to facilitate 
the participation and learning of these students. However, its application in the 
university is still a challenge and, therefore, the work of support services is essential. 
This paper explores what support services know about this paradigm and how they 
promote it in the university. From a qualitative approach, semi-structured interviews 
were carried out in 14 Spanish university services and analyzed employing a content 
analysis. The results show that most of them have ideas about UDL but do not know 
how to put its principles into practice. In addition, there is resistance among faculty to 
introduce improvements from the UDL due to a lack of knowledge or work overload. 
In conclusion, there is a growing interest in applying this paradigm. However, it is 
necessary to change the culture of disability and articulate the necessary policies to 
promote it so that it becomes something shared by all.

Keywords
Support services, higher education, disability, Universal Design for Learning, 
university.

Para citar:
Barrera Ciurana, M., Márquez 
Vázquez, C. y Sánchez Fuentes, 
S. (2024). What role do university 
support services play in promoting 
UDL? Revista Española de 
Discapacidad, 12(2), 27-42.

Doi: <https://doi.org/10.5569/2340-
5104.12.02.02>

Fecha de recepción: 02-03-2024
Fecha de aceptación: 29-07-2024

REVISTA ESPAÑOLA
DE DISCAPACIDAD

mailto:ciuranam@uji.es
mailto:carmen.marquez@uam.es
mailto:sergio.sanchezfuentes@uam.es
mailto:sergio.sanchezfuentes@uam.es


Mercé Barrera Ciurana • Carmen Márquez Vázquez • Sergio Sánchez Fuentes  28 

Revista Española de Discapacidad, 12(2), 27-42

1. Introduction1 

In recent years, higher education institutions have been welcoming a more diverse and inclusive range 
of students. There is a growing interest -and responsibility- to guarantee equal access for all and to offer 
a quality education that promotes participation and learning and allows the professional development of 
all students satisfactorily (CRUE, 2021). This horizon has allowed many students, particularly those who 
have historically been marginalised, such as students with disabilities, to access this historically elitist stage 
of education to gain access to this traditionally elitist stage of education. Indeed, the latest study on the 
inclusion of people with disabilities in the Spanish university system has revealed a notable increase in the 
presence of this group in these institutions, with over twenty-two thousand registered (Fundación Universia, 
2023). This underscores the necessity for universities to assume responsibility for providing accessible and 
rigorous learning environments for these students and to implement the requisite mechanisms to achieve 
this.

Despite the obligation of these institutions to ensure this, there are still instances of students with disabilities 
who have been compelled to withdraw from higher education (Fabri et al., 2022). A review of the literature 
from both national and international research reveals a consistent pattern of obstacles encountered by 
these students in higher education. This has prompted universities to pursue a sustained commitment to 
developing responses that address existing inequalities One of the principal entities responsible for this is 
the services for people with disabilities (hereinafter, SAPDU). These services represent a crucial support 
system for students with disabilities and specific needs, as they are responsible for providing comprehensive 
assistance throughout their university studies. Additionally, they collaborate closely with teaching staff to 
ensure they are equipped with the necessary knowledge and guidance to effectively support these students. 
Their primary objective is to remove any potential barriers that might impede the participation and learning of 
these students in university life. Nevertheless, achieving a more inclusive university education is a complex 
process that cannot be solely attributed to the efforts of these services.

The teaching staff at universities also exert a substantial influence on the lives of students with disabilities 
(Aguirre et al., 2021). It has been frequently highlighted that inadequate teaching practices could generate 
barriers for this group (Barrera & Moliner García, 2023). In this regard, evidence indicates that practices aligned 
with the principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) not only facilitate the professional growth of faculty 
but also enhance the learning outcomes of students with and without disabilities (Díez & Sánchez-Fuentes, 
2015; Moriña & Orozco, 2023). Nevertheless, it remains essential to provide training for faculty in the deliberate 
integration of UDL. To this end, it is advisable to offer the requisite support to guide faculty through this process. 
It is therefore important to investigate, from the perspective of the services provided to support teaching staff 
on diversity issues, their knowledge of UDL and the ways in which they promote it at the university.

1 We thank all the SAPDU staff for their collaboration in this study and their valuable testimonies about the great challenges involved in moving 
towards a more inclusive institution. Without this staff, the journey would be even more difficult.
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1.1. Support services and the implementation of UDL in universities

Despite an increase in the number of students with disabilities in higher education, access to universities is 
not sufficient to ensure the full development of these students. Several studies have identified the various 
obstacles faced by this group daily. Some of these barriers are academic, pertaining to the acquisition and 
demonstration of knowledge. However, it is important not to overlook the social and emotional barriers, given 
the complex relationships with peers and the elevated stress and anxiety levels associated with navigating 
such a challenging environment (Moriña et al., 2017; Palomero Sierra & Díez Villoria, 2022). It is therefore of 
the highest importance that SAPDUs are present in universities.

The requirement to establish these services is set forth in Royal Decree 822/2021 of 28 September, which 
establishes the organisation of university education and the procedure for quality assurance. The decree 
stipulates that these institutions must implement the services to guarantee adequate support and counselling 
for students with disabilities or specific needs. Some research has indicated that the establishment of 
SAPDUs in higher education institutions is a crucial step towards the advancement of inclusive education 
practices. These services engage with the university community on matters pertaining to diversity, thereby 
fostering a more inclusive environment (Aguirre et al., 2021; Moriña et al., 2017). The staff of the services 
perform a variety of functions, including direct intervention with students with specific needs or disabilities, 
coordination with the teaching staff of these students to guide them on the measures to be taken for certain 
students, and even awareness-raising and training for the entire university community (Moliner García et 
al., 2019). However, it should be noted that there is also considerable heterogeneity between each service, 
not only in the nomenclature adopted by each university, but also in the number of members of staff, the 
programmes offered and the organisational structure in which they are located. These factors influence the 
type of support provided to each individual and its quality (Moriña et al., 2017).

Despite the laudable efforts of these services to contribute to the development of a more inclusive institution, 
they are confronted with a multitude of challenges that render this a challenging and arduous task. Firstly, 
there is a refusal among faculty to make reasonable accommodations, which is driven by a biased perception 
that comparative grievances are generated (Palomero Sierra & Díez Villoria, 2022; Sandoval et al., 2019). 
Conversely, the persistent and criticised dearth of resources to meet the diverse needs of students ultimately 
overloads support services, thereby reducing their capacity to respond to the demands placed upon them 
(López-Gavira et al., 2021). This also has implications for faculty, who perceive diversity as a significant 
additional workload (Cotán Fernández, 2017; Palomero Sierra & Díez Villoria, 2022). Consequently, there is a 
notable resistance to the integration of more flexible curricula and methodologies tailored to the considerable 
diversity of students (Márquez et al., 2021; Sánchez Díaz, 2021). The prevailing approach remains reactive, 
focusing on disability rather than on the creation of heterogeneous environments capable of accommodating 
the wide variety of students. Universities must therefore review their cultures, policies and practices to 
incorporate mechanisms that seek to remove all those barriers that generate exclusion and move towards a 
more social model (Booth & Ainscow, 2002).

In this sense, it can be observed that there is a gradual shift in perspective regarding student diversity, 
which can be attributed, at least in part, to the increasing influence of the philosophy of Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) within the university context. This paradigm seeks to respond to the heterogeneous nature of 
the student population by offering flexible and diverse options, thereby enabling all individuals to select the 
option that aligns with their preferences or needs (Alba-Pastor, 2022). The UDL breaks with the traditional 
and deep-rooted dichotomous view that considers students with disabilities on the one hand, and the rest 
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on the other. In this way, it is understood that all students are diverse and have different characteristics 
and previous experiences, and therefore, it is essential to facilitate their development as expert learners 
(Sánchez-Fuentes, 2023). Consequently, the notion of an average student is rejected, and the concept of 
diversity is considered from a more expansive viewpoint. Accordingly, the UDL emphasises the importance 
of engaging students in their learning, the presentation of information and the demonstration of learning 
outcomes as fundamental elements in the generation of meaningful and authentic learning experiences. 
These ideas align with the three fundamental principles for implementation as outlined by CAST (2024). 
Despite the growing interest in this paradigm and its notable presence in different educational contexts, 
further research is required to ascertain how it is effectively implemented and to identify the benefits it offers 
to students and faculty (Díez & Sánchez-Fuentes, 2015).

A review of the existing literature on UDL in the university context reveals research exploring student learning 
preferences and their alignment with UDL principles (Black et al., 2015; Griful-Freixenet et al., 2017). Others 
concentrate on teaching practices to ascertain the extent to which UDL is implemented in university 
classrooms and to identify its advantages for both students and teaching (Kennette & Wilson, 2019; Sullivan, 
2023). Furthermore, it is acknowledged that UDL-based teaching practices can facilitate reflection and 
improvement and are beneficial for the participation and learning of university students with disabilities 
(Sandoval et al., 2019; Waisman et al., 2023). It is also noteworthy that some studies, despite focusing on 
the perspective of students with disabilities, have concluded that the implementation of this paradigm is 
beneficial for students with disabilities to the same extent as for others (Carrington et al., 2020; Li et al., 
2020). These findings reinforce the argument that the adoption of UDL in universities facilitates professional 
development and a more inclusive response to the diverse context present in universities. 

Nevertheless, the implementation of inclusive teaching practices based on UDL remains a significant 
challenge, largely due to the insufficient preparation of faculty members (Barrera & Moliner García, 2023). It is 
therefore evident that faculty members require effective support in the planning, development and evaluation 
of these practices (Timu  et al., 2024; Yphantides, 2022). It is at this stage that SAPDU staff become involved, 
liaising with teaching staff to provide guidance and assistance in the implementation of measures designed 
to facilitate the comprehensive development of students (López-Gavira, 2021). They display considerable 
expertise in the field of disability, demonstrating a comprehensive understanding of strategies and tools 
for barrier removal. However, there is a need to ascertain their perspectives on the UDL and the extent to 
which they promote it within the university system. Nevertheless, research that captures the voice of support 
services is scarce, and even less so when it relates to this paradigm. At the national level, some studies 
have been conducted that examine the strategies developed by SAPDUs to promote inclusion in higher 
education, while others analyse their perceptions of the cultures, policies and practices concerning student 
and faculty support (Moliner García et al., 2019; Moriña et al., 2017). Conversely, the obstacles encountered 
by these services in guaranteeing comprehensive inclusion in these academic institutions are examined 
(Ferreira Villa et al., 2014; López-Gavira et al., 2021). At the international level, the predominant focus of 
existing research on this topic is the exploration of the accommodations and procedures employed by these 
services to facilitate the inclusion of university students (Fossey et al., 2017; Koca-Atabey, 2017; Tamjeed et 
al., 2021). Others examine the perspectives of students and staff on the work of these services, noting that 
they can often create barriers for students (Burgstahler & Moore, 2009; Kalivoda & Totty, 2004). Considering 
these findings, the aforementioned authors highlight the necessity for these services to integrate universal 
design principles into their functions, with the aim of overcoming the barriers identified. 
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It is notable that there is a lack of research focusing on the UDL approach from the perspective of university 
support services. This paper aims to address this gap in the literature and contribute to the advancement 
of knowledge on this issue. The main objective of this study is to detect how much Universal Design for 
Learning is known and promoted by the diversity services in different Spanish universities. To achieve this 
objective, two research questions were formulated. 

• What is the current level of awareness among SAPDUs regarding UDL?
• How are SAPDUs involved in promoting UDL at the university?

2. Methodology

The methodological approach employed in this study aligns with the qualitative paradigm, which aims to 
examine individuals’ perceptions and generate knowledge through their experiences (Miles & Huberman, 
1994). This descriptive study collects the voices of staff members from support services for people with 
disabilities in 14 Spanish universities regarding their knowledge of Universal Design for Learning and the 
promotion of this approach within their respective universities. 

2.1. Context and participants

The participants were selected employing non-probabilistic and intentional sampling method in the search 
for a specific profile that could respond to the research objectives. Specifically, contact was established with 
the active staff of these services in the different Spanish universities, both public and private, given their 
work in the field of attention to diversity in the university. To this end, an e-mail was initially sent through the 
SAPDU network, a working group that brings together technicians from the services of 64 universities to 
promote coordination between them, exchange good practices and promote improvements in the university 
context. The email detailed the objectives of the research project and provided contact information for 
queries. It was requested that the coordination of this network forward the email to all the universities 
to ensure that it arrived from a suitable channel and without errors. Furthermore, the email requested a 
response within a maximum period of two weeks, addressed to the principal investigator, to specify the 
conditions of participation or to resolve any doubts in this regard. A total of 14 universities participated in 
the study, representing eight different autonomous communities and reflecting the diversity of geographical 
areas within Spain, from the north to the centre and south (see table 1). Regarding the technical staff, 17 
professionals (14 women and 3 men) with diverse profiles and functions (technicians, those responsible 
for inclusive policies and coordinators) participated. Following the receipt of responses, data collection 
sessions were scheduled with those who had expressed an interest in participating.
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Table 1. Universities that have participated in the research

Universities Autonomous Community Ownership

University of Cadiz (UCA) 
Pablo Olavide University (UPO)

Andalusia
Public
Public

University of Oviedo (UNIOVI) Asturias Public

University of Burgos (UBU) Castilla & León Public

University of Barcelona (UB)
University of Lleida (UdL)
University of Vic (UVIC)

Catalonia
Public
Public
Private

National University of Distance Education (UNED)
University of Alcalá (UAH)

Community
of Madrid

Public
Public

Jaume I University (UJI)
Polytechnic University of Valencia (UPV)
University of Valencia (UV)

Valencian 
Community

Public
Public
Public

University of Murcia (UMU) Murcia Public

Public University of Navarra (UNAV) Navarre Public

Source: own elaboration.

2.2. Data collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to collect the information, as this method allows for a dialogue 
with participants and an exploration of the meanings they ascribe to their own experiences (Ibarra-Sáiz 
et al., 2023). Accordingly, a script was devised comprising questions organised into two dimensions: the 
first pertaining to the knowledge these services possess regarding UDL, and the second concerning their 
involvement in the promotion of this paradigm at the university. The script comprised eight items, distributed 
across two dimensions: three items in the first dimension and five items in the second. Please consult table 
2 for a detailed list of the questions.

Table 2. Interview script

Dimension 1. Knowledge of UDL

1. Do you know about Universal Design for Learning?
2. Have you been trained on UDL?
3. Through which channels?

Dimension 2. UDL promotion strategies

4. Do you think that the UDL paradigm could facilitate more student participation and learning? 
5. Do you think the university promotes the implementation of the UDL? 
6. To what extent?
7. Do you collaborate in any of these strategies?
8. What would be your recommendations for the implementation of the UDL at the university?

Source: own elaboration.



What role do university support services play in promoting UDL?  33 

Revista Española de Discapacidad, 12(2), 27-42

The script facilitated the structuring of sessions and the exploration of the research objective, although 
the researcher endeavoured to adapt to the interviewees’ preferences. As an illustration, some inquiries 
were elucidated, certain responses were shaped, and the sequence of questions was adapted to align with 
the other interviewee’s discourse. To enhance participation, all interviews were conducted virtually. While 
the duration of each interview varied based on the participant, it was limited to an hour and a quarter. All 
interviews were conducted via the Google Meet platform, as it is a readily accessible tool with the capability 
of recording the sessions. The participants elected to conduct the interviews at the University of Valencia, 
the University Jaume I, the University of Alcalá and the University of Murcia in a group setting, as they 
believed that the presence of different staff from within the service would enhance the session and facilitate 
a more comprehensive exchange of information. 

Regarding ethical issues, to ensure data confidentiality and data protection, all subjects signed an informed 
consent form and permission for audio and video recording for later transcription. Furthermore, the consent 
form outlined the voluntary nature of the research and the option for participants to withdraw from the study 
at any time. Following the completion of the informed consent process, either in paper format or digitally, 
all participants returned the signed document to the principal investigator via email prior to the interviews. 

2.3. Data analysis

For the analysis of the data, each interview was first transcribed, and the information was then entered into 
a unified document. To guarantee the anonymity of the data, the information was pseudonymised using a 
coding system. This consisted of specifying the technique used “E” and the number of the interview according 
to the order in which they were conducted, for example “E_1; E_2”. In cases where group interviews were 
conducted, the technical staff to be referred to was added to the above, e.g. “E_4_T2”. 

Once all the data had been organised, it was subjected to a process of content analysis. It is a highly 
systematic method, comprising different phases, which enables the reduction of information based on the 
objective set for its subsequent interpretation (Schreier, 2014). To adhere to the prescribed methodology, 
the most recent iteration of the Atlasti.V24 software was employed to upload the assorted documents to 
the digital platform, thereby initiating the analytical process. Subsequently, the transcripts were subjected 
to multiple readings with the objective of elucidating the import of the participants’ testimonies. During this 
process, the units of meaning that were responsive to the research objective were selected and, in turn, 
grouped into different categories. A deductive approach was employed to classify the pertinent meaning 
units in accordance with the two research questions. The coding system was thus structured into two 
principal categories. The knowledge base surrounding UDL and the promotional strategies employed in its 
treatment. To guarantee the standards of confirmability and credibility, the transcripts were presented to the 
participants for their review and feedback, thus preventing any potential misinterpretations. Furthermore, the 
coding system was subjected to rigorous discussion and analysis among all researchers until a consensus 
was reached (Guba & Lincoln, 1981). 
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3. Results 

This section presents the study’s findings on SAPDUs’ knowledge of UDL and their strategies for promoting 
it within the university. 

3.1. UDL knowledge of SAPDUs

Nine of the participating services described UDL as a philosophy characterised by flexibility in teaching 
and learning, providing diverse options for students to select based on their preferences or needs. Staff 
members viewed UDL as a framework that transcends labels, aiming to support not only students with 
disabilities but the entire class. 

It is a type of design that benefits everyone and not only students with disabilities. The fact that the content or the 

environment is accessible, in the end we try to make it accessible to all students without focusing on the specific 

deficits of each student [E_10].

Additionally, seven services highlighted that UDL is best integrated during the planning stages of teaching 
and learning, which helps to avoid individual adjustments that might otherwise stigmatize certain students. 

Basically, the fact of planning teaching with the idea that the design favours the whole student body in order to 

minimise special support measures for some students [E_11].

Conversely, five of the services referred to factors pertaining to the origin of UDL and even alluded to 
other concepts associated with this paradigm. For instance, some of them described UDL as drawing on 
Tomlinson’s principles of curriculum diversification. Others focused on its origins in the field of architecture, 
where the aim was to make all buildings and environments welcoming for all people, avoiding costly and 
unfeasible adaptations. They also mentioned issues of universal accessibility and design for all people not 
only at the architectural level but also in communication and, subsequently, in learning. 

More specifically, in six of the interviews, ideas related to student engagement, understanding of information 
and expression of knowledge. Thus, the three UDL principles emerged. However, less reference was made 
to engagement in learning, even though in the most recent version of the implementation framework, it is a 
crucial aspect to be taken into consideration. 

...it allows us to respond to this diversity so that everyone can express themselves as they feel best and that they can 

also be given different ways of understanding this information through different channels [E_6].

Service staff expressed varied perspectives on the UDL approach, with five staff members indicating they 
were unsure how to implement it in practice, which limited their ability to guide faculty in applying UDL 
principles. Additionally, two services viewed implementing UDL at the university level as an unrealistic goal 
due to institutional structures. They noted that faculty are often hesitant to adopt more inclusive practices 
rooted in UDL without practical, context-specific guidelines. Thus, while these services recognize the 
potential benefits this paradigm for all students, they are uncertain about its feasibility within the current 
university framework. These ideas were common to 11 of the services. 
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...we have to give support on how to apply UDL and so on when we are not experts either, so it’s a bit big for me 

[E_5]. 

It should be very much applied to the teaching action to take into account the student with educational needs, to 

fulfil that great and utopian objective of adapting the system to students with educational needs, and not that they 

are the ones who have to adapt [E_2]. 

Seven services reported that their understanding of UDL largely came from self-directed learning through 
academic forums and dissemination platforms. Additionally, in six interviews was highlighted the value of 
SAPDU network meetings, which include a working group dedicated to UDL-related issues. Some staff also 
mentioned receiving training at the university, provided by their departments, the university’s faculty training 
unit, or external organizations. However, some found these sessions too general, lacking practical relevance 
for their roles. In this context, 11 services expressed the need for more practical UDL training to effectively 
share this knowledge with faculty, who regularly work with students with disabilities.

...training is necessary, but for me too. I would like someone to train me because I have not received training. So, 

I would like to receive training so that I can then pass it on to the faculty, who are going to be the ones who really 

must apply this UDL [E_6].

3.2. Promotion of the UDL at the university by SAPDUs

University disability services play a critical role in promoting inclusion by acting as intermediaries among the 
various agents involved in this process. Understanding how these services promote the principles of UDL 
within universities is therefore essential.

All participants reported incorporating UDL principles into their work with students, though not always 
explicitly. For instance, to support student engagement, six services offered a peer volunteer program to 
facilitate both social and academic support. Additionally, eight services assigned a faculty tutor throughout 
a student’s degree program to provide a consistent point of contact for any challenges that arise. Recently, 
five services introduced a liaison role between faculty and the disability service, aiming to streamline 
communication and coordination between service staff and academic programs, providing students with a 
designated contact. To support diverse means of representation, all services focused on ensuring accessible 
course materials and guiding students in organizing and managing information, such as through study 
technique training. In terms of action and expression, disability services frequently coordinated the provision 
of assistive products necessary for assessment, ensuring that all students could fully engage in evaluations.

...we need this figure that we have started to work on, the contact person for the degree programme who somehow 

knows what is happening and can pass it on to us because sometimes the student does not come to the unit and so 

this person can tell us what is happening in the classroom [E_14]. 

University disability services were also tasked with providing recommendations to faculty on addressing 
students’ needs effectively. Although these recommendations aimed to incorporate UDL principles, they 
were generally targeted to specific groups rather than the entire class. Typically, guidance was provided 
on an individual basis, activated when a student consented to share their diagnosis and necessary 
accommodations with faculty. This approach diverges from the UDL philosophy, which emphasizes inclusive 
practices benefiting all students rather than tailored accommodations solely for students with disabilities.
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You give faculty all the information they will need to attend to that student in class, in the exam, in tutorials in the 

office, but not at a global level, we do not enter globally with all the students [E_7]. 

While these recommendations aimed to enhance inclusive teaching practices, not all faculty members 
welcomed them. Of all the services, 11 reported that although they communicated the necessary support 
measures for certain students, some faculty members were reluctant to adopt these strategies. Reasons 
cited include lack of training, concern about added workload, and fears of creating perceived inequities or 
affecting the rigor and integrity of required competencies for degrees.

There are some faculty who tell you that they don’t believe in diversity as if it were a matter of belief; There are 

denialists” [E_12_T1_/E_12_T2]; “There are some faculty who tell you that they don’t believe in diversity [E_12_

T1_/E_12_T2].

...what bothers me is being told that I’m giving them benefits. You are removing the barriers that these people have, 

but they are compromising their rights. They say: ‘he has more time to think’, of course, he needs it [E_1]. 

Disability services also engaged in awareness-raising and training activities for the wider university community. 
For instance, three services conducted awareness sessions not only for teaching staff but also for administrative 
and service staff (PAS) in departments, secretariats, and libraries, to improve interactions with students with 
disabilities. Five services created and shared online training materials specifically for university teaching 
staff, including publications, audiovisual resources, and guidelines on accessibility measures tailored to 
different disabilities. In addition, five services offered UDL-specific training sessions for faculty, often featuring 
professionals from relevant organizations or other universities. These services also organized specialized virtual 
courses on creating accessible documents, highlighted by five participants. Additionally, two services hosted 
faculty-led workshops to provide more customized guidance. However, participants noted that these training 
initiatives had seen limited engagement and success among teaching staff.

...when we have done things, the impact is very small, it is minimal. Every day it is more and more difficult to train 

faculty members in transversal things [E_2]. 

Although there was willingness to initiate these training courses, they were not frequently offered by the units 
responsible for professional development. Those services that had engaged with training reported infrequent 
collaboration with these units in designing and implementing courses for faculty on diversity and inclusion; 
only four services had been able to do so. Fortunately, this is beginning to change, with both services and 
training units starting to coordinate to created spaces that integrate diverse knowledge areas, resulting in 
more comprehensive training programs.

Training in the unit has always been open to the community, although for the administrative and service staff it is 

always very regulated, but not for the teaching and research staff. For teaching and research staff specifically, this 

has been the first year that we have been allowed to enter the regulated training programme [E_8].

At the policy level, these services also worked to advance university inclusion. One service, for instance, 
has participated in curriculum reviews to ensure that there is foundational training on disability, inclusive 
practices, and even harassment prevention, helping to foster equality and non-discrimination across 
campus. Additionally, two services were working on revising assessment regulations to ensure that students 
with disabilities received appropriate accommodations without facing comparative disadvantages. However, 
the explicit inclusion of UDL principles within institutional policies is still a work in progress and may depend 
significantly on the commitment of those involved in policy revisions.
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The curriculum reform incorporates elements concerning attention to diversity. As I was commissioned to do it, 

we have given it a little phrase that hopefully will be approved, which is something like all curricula will have to 

incorporate universal learning design [E_1]. 

Discrepancies also emerged among these services concerning their functions. Four services, for example, 
believed that training on UDL should be the responsibility of faculty development units, not the disability 
support services. Another point of divergence concerned guidance for teaching staff. While some staff 
believed that their recommendations should carry weight due to their expertise in diversity and inclusion 
strategies, four services emphasized the academic freedom of individual instructors, which can limit 
intervention. Some felt that presenting strategies to faculty could be perceived as intrusive or prescriptive, 
potentially causing resistance and negatively impacting students.

We don’t say to the teaching staff ‘you have to assess this person only for assignments’ because we are getting into 

a lot of circumstances at department level, at the level of the structure of the subject, at the level of the teaching 

guide...  [E_9].

...that would be trespassing on their academic freedom. You have to be very careful if you don’t want to be rejected. 

So, you must cautiously [E_13].

Further contradictions raised around the role of these services and UDL’s principle of engagement. One 
service suggested that if UDL principles were fully implemented, the need for these specialized services would 
eventually diminish, an outcome they viewed positively, as it would signify true inclusivity. Conversely, three 
other services argued that reducing the role of these support services could undermine the quality of student 
support. The same debate applied to promoting engagement: while two services felt that recommending 
UDL’s engagement principles to faculty was important, three others argued that engagement was a broader 
issue relevant to all students and therefore outside the scope of their duties.

I don’t know to what extent the teaching staff should compensate for it because I think it would get away from us. 

They have a lot of work to do and they can’t do it or they would do it badly, they would lose the quality of care, which 

is what we are there for [E_4].

I don’t think it is possible to capture the interest of this service. That would fall outside our competencies because 

it would be common to all students, not only those with specific educational needs. And then that falls outside our 

competencies [E_6]. 

4. Discussion and conclusions 

The increasing access of students with disabilities at university is challenging the traditional approaches to 
teaching and prompting a re-evaluation of current practices to promote more inclusive strategies. There is a 
growing emphasis on implementing enhancements in alignment with the UDL principles, a framework that 
has gained scientific recognition for its benefit for all students (Carrington et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020). In the 
process of integrating UDL into universities, SAPDUs play a pivotal role as mediators between students and 
faculty, providing support, resources and guidance to facilitate inclusion in these academic settings. 
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As evidenced by our findings, many service staff demonstrated a comprehensive understanding of UDL and 
its underlying principles. The participants identified the field of architecture as the origin of the paradigm, 
delineated related concepts, described the implementation framework, and emphasised the importance of 
considering the diverse needs of learners, diverging from the traditional deficit-focused approach. However, 
they asserted a lack of awareness regarding the practical application of its principles, a finding that aligns 
with faculty members (Fossey et al., 2017; López-Gavira, 2021). The dearth of knowledge regarding the 
implementation of UDL, coupled with the efforts of universities to advance this endeavour, has given rise to 
a growing interest among service staff in receiving training in UDL. Nevertheless, the participants in the study 
highlighted the absence of training opportunities aligned with their needs, noting that they had received 
minimal or no training on the paradigm. In other universities, both nationally and internationally, training 
courses have been developed, primarily for teaching staff on disability, support services, or UDL. However, 
it is notable that these courses often lack a follow-up component to assess the implementation of UDL-
related improvements and evaluate their impact (Davies et al., 2013; Moriña & Carballo, 2018; Sanahuja et 
al., 2023). It is therefore necessary to provide further training for staff to prevent the emergence of barriers to 
student participation and learning (Fossey et al., 2017; López-Gavira, 2021). This places the responsibility on 
universities to provide solutions and meaningful, practical training opportunities that enable technical staff to 
enhance their actions in alignment with the principles of UDL. 

Conversely, SAPDUs are, to a certain extent, engaged in the promotion of this paradigm within the 
university. However, different views emerged with implications for the subject. In particular, the results 
indicate discrepancies in the promotion of the principle of engagement. Some participants regarded it as 
a fundamental principle, while others expressed support for the idea without actively promoting it. Still 
others indicated that they did not consider it to align with their professional responsibilities. In their review 
of the use of technology in secondary classrooms, Bray et al. (2023) also observed a lack of promotion of 
this principle. This contradicts the latest version of the UDL framework -version 3.0- (CAST, 2024) where 
this principle has gained emphasis due to the crucial role that students’ social-emotional context plays 
in their learning and identity. There was also disagreement about the role of faculty training in UDL. While 
some valued their ability to provide training and guidance for faculty members in applying UDL practices, 
most preferred to avoid this area. In fact, they noted that when they have encouraged faculty to adopt new 
measures to benefit certain students, some faculty members have reacted negatively, feeling overwhelmed 
or unprepared. Supporting this, research indicates that a lack of training limits teachers’ self-efficacy, thereby 
restricting their ability to implement more flexible methodologies and curricula (Chao et al., 2017; Márquez 
et al., 2021). Therefore, it is essential to support faculty in enhancing their teaching practices and to address 
the general reluctance toward trying new strategies that accommodate student diversity (López-Gavira, 
2021; Timu  et al., 2024; Yphantides, 2022). However, quality support would require more personalized 
assistance, mentoring in instructional design, and effective coordination between services (Benet-Gil, 2020; 
Moliner García et al., 2019), aspects that, within the current university system, seem more idealistic than 
feasible. This highlights the need for greater consensus among SAPDU staff on their roles, as well as formal 
recognition of coordination spaces with other services.

This is where institutional culture and policy must play a central role. Many participants have contributed 
to transforming the university’s culture regarding disability, challenging prevailing stigmas and progressing 
toward a more diversity-sensitive education aligned with UDL principles (Moriña & Orozco, 2023). They 
emphasized that this shift relies not only on knowledge but on a shared conviction, common values and 
beliefs around inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2002). This presents significant challenges for large institutions 
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like universities, where current policies often lack provisions for coordination, reflection, and knowledge 
exchange (Benet-Gil, 2020). Thus, university policies should work to ensure that the entire community 
operates on firm, unwavering principles of equity and inclusion.

In conclusion, advancing inclusion in universities is a challenging task, yet with the dedicated work of 
SAPDUs, progress continues. This study highlights the need to further explore strategies for implementing 
UDL in university classrooms. The findings suggest some starting points, such as expanding training for 
SAPDUs to deepen their understanding of UDL, enabling them to share these practices across the university 
community. Additionally, greater consensus is needed on how SAPDUs view their roles in supporting students 
and faculty, and on the importance of collaborating with university policymakers and educators to promote 
inclusion. Ultimately, building a more inclusive university requires collaboration and shared knowledge—a 
vision that remains somewhat fragmented within these institutions.

Limitations and future lines of research 

As with any research, this study has limitations. Including additional university services could have enriched 
the findings by revealing potential discrepancies or similarities in perspectives, helping to deepen our 
understanding of UDL knowledge and advocacy and drawing nationally relevant conclusions. Additionally, 
given the results’ connections to university cultures and policies, incorporating the perspectives of faculty 
and policymakers would offer a broader view of their beliefs and actions regarding UDL, enhancing our 
understanding of how this paradigm is implemented across Spanish universities. Future research should aim 
for a more comprehensive scope, exploring mechanisms that integrate culture, policies, and practices, as 
well as incorporating diverse voices within the university community to better promote and implement UDL. 
For this purpose, future studies should consider thematic analysis as a methodological approach to delve 
more deeply into the experiences and perspectives of all stakeholders involved.
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