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Abstract: Despite the substantial increase in the access of people with disabilities to higher educa-
tion, university institutions continue to be an exclusive environment for people with intellectual
disabilities. This paper aims to present a training programme for the employment and university
inclusion of young people with intellectual disabilities at the Pablo de Olavide University in Seville,
Spain, under the title “Training for the employment and autonomous life of people with intellectual
disabilities”, which was launched in the academic year 2017–2018 and has already completed four
editions. The programme includes a hybrid training system with specific university training oriented
towards employment and autonomy together with inclusive training in subjects of various university
degrees. The training is provided by interdisciplinary university lecturers together with support
staff specialised in intervention with people with intellectual disabilities who come from experienced
community associations. Other components of the experience include internships in companies,
individualised academic tutoring of students, family accompaniment, and community inclusion with
the use of the university residence as accommodation. Cognitive accessibility and new technologies
are not lacking as supports in the process. This work shows the assessment of the fundamental actors
of this experience during the four years of its development, and as a conclusion, it shows a high
overall satisfaction with the programme and the radical change observed in the lives of people with
intellectual disabilities after their time at the university.
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1. Introduction

In a decade, attention to students with disabilities has become a quality standard in
the framework of the European Higher Education Area. The National Agency for Quality
Assessment and Accreditation includes several aspects related to equal opportunities for
students with disabilities in the evaluation and verification of official degrees in Spain. Despite
this, universities do not offer the same opportunities to all students with disabilities. People
with intellectual disabilities are mostly excluded from the higher education environment.

Recent studies focus on analysing the barriers to achieving the degree of educational
inclusion that the non-disabled population achieves [1–4]; others have focused on access to
university studies [5–7] or in the attitude of teachers [8], among others. Nowadays, a new
trend towards the analysis of positive conditioning factors is beginning [9] which allows
the foundations for good performance to be laid.

Since the 1960s and 1970s, public authorities began to assume responsibilities re-
garding special education [10]. The educational development of people with intellectual
disabilities in the Spanish environment can take place in Special Education Centers, seg-
regated from the rest of the students without disabilities, or in ordinary centers with
specialized support and inclusive experiences. However, the legislation bets on the prin-
ciple of normality and inclusion since 2013 [11], encouraging the presence of students in
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regular centers [12]. In particular, in 2018, the UN alerted Spain that in order to comply
with the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities regarding the objectives
of inclusive education, special places should be replaced by places in regular schools
(More information: https://www.ohchr.org/sp/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?
NewsID=23135&LangID=S, accessed on 22 October 2021).

The different educational levels range from four to twelve years of age with kinder-
garten and primary education, followed by secondary education up to 16 years of age. All
these levels are compulsory and free of charge. However, at the European level, Spain
has one of the highest rates of people with disabilities with a low level of education (65.7),
surpassed only by Portugal (84.8) and Turkey (86.2) [13]. This means that more than a third
of the working-age population with disabilities have primary education (19.1%), obligatory
secondary education (59.5%), or no education at all [4,5]. Thus, only 16.9% have higher
education, including vocational training and university [13], compared to 36.29% for the
non-disabled population [13].

In Spain, Vocational Training is a regulated option of the educational system that,
through official qualifications of between 1300 and 2000 h and of various levels (basic
vocational training, specific vocational training of intermediate, and higher grade and
specialization courses), has the objective of labor insertion with an important role of intern-
ships in companies [14]. However, people with intellectual disabilities have difficulties in
accessing the system, and those who access it do so at the basic training level. Although
vocational training is a primary axis of their itinerary, some studies show the need to
develop complementary programs to expand and enrich the educational response in terms
of job training [15].

Several experiences show that the training of people with intellectual disabilities in the
university environment in general professional skills, with a degree issued by a university,
has a positive impact on their autonomy and personal growth and their employability
in different business sectors [16]. These experiences aim, on the one hand, to broaden
the educational responses for labor market insertion, but fundamentally to investigate
formulas for the access of people with intellectual disabilities to higher education. However,
although there is an offer of public funding for vocational training, the educational system
has not consolidated the financing of these training proposals in universities, depending
on funding from entities such as the Once Foundation (Web: https://www.fundaciononce.
es/es/que-hacemos/universidad-y-discapacidad, accessed on 22 October 2021).

At the university level, there is once again a large difference between undergraduate
and postgraduate students, as shown in the Universia Report [17]. Currently, more than
twenty-one thousand people with disabilities are studying at Spanish universities. Of these,
more than eighty-five percent are undergraduate students, which means that there are 1.5%
of students with disabilities out of the total student body. In postgraduate and Master’s
programmes, at present, only 8.87% of the total number of students are with disabilities,
which would represent 1% of the total number of postgraduate and Master’s students.
Finally, 631 people with disabilities in Spain are currently studying for a doctorate, which
represents 0.8% of the total number of students with disabilities at this level of education.

The distribution according to gender is balanced between men and women, although
there is a greater presence of men. As for the type of disability, physical or organic
disability (30.4%) is predominant, followed by intellectual or developmental disabilities
(11.8%) and sensory disability (10%); the least predominant are psychosocial or mental
health disabilities (3.9%), although there is a high percentage of students (44%) whose
disability is not contemplated in the previous categories or is not recorded.

Although the Universia Report [17] gives a breakdown of the population with in-
tellectual disabilities, there are no data from official sources that show the reality of this
student body at the university level. In the case of the National Institute of Statistics, in
its study <<The employment of people with disabilities>>, no data are presented on the
higher education of people with intellectual disabilities, revealing, in the words of Yerga,
Díaz, and Sánchez [18], the predisposition to find people with disabilities at levels between
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illiteracy, primary, and secondary education. Not surprisingly, in this same statistical series,
we can see how there is an increase in the educational level of people with intellectual
disabilities since, in 2009, only 26.4% reached secondary education and training and labour
insertion programmes, while in 2018, these data increased to 38.9%.

Some experiences, such as the On Campus programme at the University of Alberta
in Canada [19], pioneer in programs that use the university as a training environment,
have served as a model for job training programs for people with intellectual disabilities at
the international level [20]. Moreover, the Think College Initiative at Boston University,
the Hill’s Up Program, Flinders University in Adelaide (Australia), or Trinity College at
the University of Dublin [20,21] support the use of the University as an inclusive learning
environment and show the programmatic and academic options. In the Spanish context,
there is the Autonomous University of Madrid with its Promentor Program [22] or the
“Todos somos Campus” program of the University of Murcia [23] with financing from the
European Social Fund and the ONCE Foundation. With different financing, but with the
same objectives, are the Universidad Pontificia de Comillas with the Demaos Project, the
Capacitas program of the Universidad Católica San Antonio de Murcia, or the Universidad
de La Coruña with the program called Espazo Compartido (Shared Space).

In Spain, experiences developed by the Autonomous University of Madrid, the Univer-
sity of Comillas, or the University of A Coruña, provide comparative conclusions, both on
the use of the University as an inclusive learning environment for people with disabilities
and with opportunities to improve employability [20]. Although these experiences have
been approached from existing vocational training models, they show that the university
is a privileged environment for interaction with peers and restoration of self-esteem, for
students with poor success in vocational training programs in the educational system.
These experiences have been nurtured as a result of the extension of inclusion initiatives in
Spanish universities by the ONCE Foundation programme, and have been showing their
success in empowering people with intellectual functional diversity [24].

On a qualitative level, Díaz-Jiménez, Terrón-Caro, and Muñoz [21] analysed how
these experiences developed in the last decade have favoured changes in students with
intellectual disabilities that have had repercussions on their socio-family environment. The
authors highlighted the importance of treating students with intellectual disabilities as
adult human beings, a practice sometimes little contemplated in the different environments
in which they have been developing.

Faced with this reality, and with the aim of advancing the inclusion of people with
disabilities in the university environment, increasing the number of people with disabilities
with higher education and promoting their professional inclusion in technical and qualified
jobs, the Unidiversity Programme of the ONCE Foundation was created with European
Social Funds. Framed in compliance with article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities and with the fulfilment of goals 4, 8, and 17 of the Sustainable
Development Agenda, the first call for applications arose in 2017, in which different
universities competed for its implementation. At present, with the start of the 2021–
2022 academic year, more than thirty universities and thousands of young people are
participating.

This research focuses on the programme developed at the Universidad Pablo de
Olavide, in Seville, Spain. This university has been participating in the ONCE Foundation’s
Unidiversity programme since its inception in 2017. For its proper development, it has
specialised teaching staff and two collaborating entities: Down Seville (Web: https://www.
downsevilla.org/, accessed on 22 October 2021) and Paz y Bien (Web: https://pazbien.org/,
accessed on 22 October 2021), both specialised in the care and promotion of people with
intellectual disabilities.

The project at the Pablo de Olavide University of Seville presented here is a Univer-
sity Extension Diploma, specifically in a Degree called “Training for employment and
autonomous life of people with intellectual disabilities” (FEVIDA, Web: https://www.
upo.es/fevida/, accessed on 22 October 2021). It has 30 credits, with a total of 225 h in
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functional, humanistic, and professional subjects. In addition, it has 100 h of supported
internships in companies.

In order to promote the inclusion of FEVIDA students in the university environment,
on the one hand, inclusive subjects are developed, and on the other, a week of community
immersion at the Flora Tristán University Residence. The inclusive subjects are undergrad-
uate subjects from different faculties which FEVIDA students attend, as agreed, all or some
classes, in order to get to know specific undergraduate subjects and foster relations between
undergraduate and FEVIDA students. On the other hand, the community immersion week
at the Flora Tristán University Residence is an experience of autonomous living for a week
in which FEVIDA students live completely independently and for this purpose, they have
reference students who live in the residence throughout the year.

The purpose of this paper is not to illustrate a model that fills the gaps in the Spanish
vocational training system, the assessment of which would be a matter for another analysis,
but to show the evidence that the university context can play a role in academic and
personal development, a key to the future employability of people who have not usually
had access to this stage of the education system.

The following is a longitudinal analysis of the programme’s quality assessments, with
a focus on how the COVID-19 pandemic situation has influenced these editions.

2. Methodology of the Training Experience

The objectives of this programme are: (1) to involve the University in the social
inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities through training and the improvement of
their employability; (2) to provide university training to young people with intellectual
disabilities focused on improving their autonomy, their humanistic training, and their
labour preparation; (3) to provide these young people with the necessary skills to increase
their possibilities of labour insertion, accessing jobs in the modality of employment with
support; (4) to provide inclusive experiences and normalisation within the University
Community; (5) to facilitate a comprehensive and personalised training so that young
people with intellectual disabilities can participate as full members of their community,
and (6) to collect continuous information that serves to improve the academic quality of
the degree.

The recruitment process is carried out in coordination with associations of people
with intellectual disabilities (regular partners of the program). The fundamental access
requirement is to present an official certificate of intellectual disability equal to or greater
than 33% officially recognized by the competent body of the autonomous community; as
well as being between 18 and 29 years old and registered in the national youth guarantee
system (public institution for the promotion of youth employment). The selection is made
through an in-depth interview with the candidate and his or her selection family. In this
interview, social and academic skills, motivation for the course, and specialized support
needs are evaluated.

This degree is taught face-to-face on the Campus of the public University Pablo de
Olavide of Seville, with five days a week of classes preferably in the morning and located
in a classroom of those destined for the Faculty of Social Sciences and those located in
areas of great concurrence and passage of students of the Degrees. The pandemic has
forced a strategy of blended learning methodology, which accommodates the future health
regulations that, at State, Autonomous, or University level, may arise due to COVID-19. In
this way, students will be able to continue their studies in order to meet the planned objec-
tives and complete the teaching credits. Nonetheless, it is absolutely advisable to maintain
attendance in order to work on the necessary competences and skills. For this purpose,
the Universidad Pablo de Olavide has a virtual platform. In addition, the programme
is open to the use of other new technologies that facilitate communication and learning
through digital teaching innovation. The fact that the on-campus classes are located on
campus allows students to participate in university life, establishing collaborative synergies
with the degrees of the Faculty of Social Sciences, the Faculty of Experimental Sciences,
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the Faculty of Business Sciences, and the Faculty of Sports Sciences, as well as others
that may be added. These synergies will also be established with the different cultural
and social services of the university, such as the radio programme, the volunteer service,
the gender classroom, the Service of Attention to Functional Diversity, and the Cultural
Extension Service.

The teaching activity is carried out by university lecturers from different disciplines,
although mainly linked to the Social Sciences. Together with these, the programme has
support staff specialised in the labour insertion of people with intellectual disabilities from
the aforementioned specialised external entities.

Specifically, the programme incorporates:

- Universal Learning Design and cognitive accessibility: teaching will be inclusive
and with experiences of inclusion with university degrees, with a didactic approach
capable of responding to the training needs of all students with a design of accessible
activities and materials, with the use of tablet devices for each student that allows
accessibility to the virtual classroom. In addition, the teaching materials are adapted
for easy reading.

- Flexible groupings: teaching is adapted to the characteristics of the participants, so
that general content is taught to the general group and other content will be developed
in smaller groups depending on the need for a practical and flexible dynamic to meet
the needs of the students.

- Tutorial actions, from a person-centred approach: students have a reference academic
tutor with the function of accompanying and guiding students and their families
during the course. There is also access to the University’s Virtual Classroom and the
Blackboard Ultra Collaborate tool, which allows online tutoring.

- Family accompaniment workshops. Three annual family accompaniment sessions are
planned. These are face-to-face workshops for monitoring and working on priority
issues for family members.

- Cooperative learning: interaction with students from the Faculty of Social Sciences and
other faculties of the UPO, as well as with guest students at the Flora-Tristán Residence
Hall, allowing them to carry out academic, social, and cultural activities together:
peers in degree subjects; technological references (for ICT support), and community
references (companions who support them during their stay at the residence hall).

- Training seminars with guest speakers who are specialists in the specific employment
topics of the programme.

- Employment with support when carrying out work placements, with each student
being supported by one of the programme’s technicians, so that they can experience
the placements in a way that is adapted to their needs and abilities, making progress
in the achievement of objectives and new challenges.

- There is a map of collaborating entities for the internships in companies that expands
in each edition, adapting to the needs, tastes, and skills of the students. The profes-
sional opportunities after completing this degree will be all those specific jobs for
people with disabilities in public and private companies that require a basic technical
level, as well as any ordinary job in public and private companies that need auxiliary
jobs, mainly in the service sector.

- Inclusion in degree courses. Following the commitment of the teaching staff of some
subjects of some Olavide degree courses, the map of available subjects is offered
and a supply-demand adequacy plan is developed with the student body. With a
person-centred approach, affinities and preferences are worked on and each student
with a disability chooses the degree subjects to take during their stay at the university.

- The programme carries out business awareness-raising actions, holding an annual
Inclusive Business Meeting. The aim of this event is to inform the business community
about the objectives of the programme, to raise awareness among the business com-
munity about the employability of people with disabilities and to reward inclusive
entities that have managed to generate value in their companies by providing work
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placements for people with intellectual disabilities from the FEVIDA programme. The
aim is to recognise the work of these entities that contribute to the practical training
of students with intellectual disabilities and that are internship centres for this degree
of the Universidad Pablo de Olavide. For this reason, a distinctive plaque as an
inclusive company is awarded to the new work experience centres that are joining the
FEVIDA programme.

- Awareness-raising and training day for the university community on the empow-
erment, employment and autonomous life of people with intellectual disabilities
through university studies, in which students from previous editions and their fam-
ilies, as well as collaborating entities, share their experiences with actors from the
university community in a conference format and training proposals.

With regard to the training contents, Table 1 details the subjects that make up the training.

Table 1. FEVIDA subjects.

Subjects

1. Social and communication skills
2. Emotion and conflict management
3. Functional basic English seminar

4. ICT Seminar

5. Personal itineraries of socio-occupational insertion.
6. Basic skills for self-management prior to employment.

7. Employability Seminars I

8. Replenishment and Commercial Services Assistant
9. Protocol and events assistant
10. Employability Seminars II

11. Supports for autonomy and independent living

12. Internships in companies

13. Tutorial action

14. Community Immersion Week for autonomous living at the Flora Tristán University Residence.
15. Inclusive Seminars in undergraduate subjects.

Source: own elaboration.

Regarding people with intellectual disabilities, the four editions that have been de-
veloped so far (2017–2018, 2018–2019, 2019–2020, and 2020–2021) have allowed access
to 66 young people with moderate or mild intellectual disabilities—The first has a cog-
nitive delay and a slight affectation in the sensorimotor field that slows learning, but is
not exclusive. The person with moderate intellectual disability needs more support to
develop his/her autonomy and learning. Of all the students, 56% are women and 44%
are men. With regard to age, 46% of the sample (30 people) are aged between 19 and 22,
followed by 30% aged between 27 and 30 (20 people), and finally the age group with the
least representation is aged 23 to 26 with a total of 16 people, which represents 24% of the
student body.

Figure 1 shows the distribution of the degree of recognised disability (official Spanish
scale), which ranges from 33% to 89%. The majority of students are in the 61% to 70%
disability range, which includes specifically 49 people. The following figure shows the
representation of the degree of disability of all the students in the sample. However,
on some occasions, this intellectual disability was accompanied by visual impairment,
specifically in two cases. There is also a high frequency of students diagnosed with autism
spectrum syndrome.

Regarding the previous educational level of the students at the time of the start of
the project, the majority had Compulsory Secondary Education, 39% of the total, followed
by studies in Vocational Training or Intermediate Degrees, with a representation of 23%.
On the other hand, 17% of the pupils had a basic or primary education diploma, 12% had
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studied in an Initial Vocational Qualification Programme, and 9% had obtained the ESO
diploma through other types of programmes.
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3. Excellent Evaluation of the Experience

The evaluation of the programme is approached from a methodological, quantitative,
and qualitative complementarity. The quantitative approach allows us to generalise results
in a broad way and to obtain a broad view of the phenomenon to be studied, among others.
The qualitative methodology allows us to know in greater depth the causes of the changes
that occur in the Pablo de Olavide University as an inclusive learning environment, allow-
ing us a better contextualisation of the environment or environment and a more natural
and holistic view of the phenomenon to be studied, among many other aspects [20]. The
process has been developed in several phases: establishment of the analytical framework;
design of the instruments; data collection; data analysis; and preparation of the report
and dissemination of the results. The techniques used to collect the data included quality
satisfaction questionnaires for family members, pupils, and teachers, group interviews
with family members and pupils and individual interviews.

Each year, the opinion of the programme’s stakeholders (students with and without
disabilities, teachers and family members) regarding the implementation of the training
programme has been taken into account by means of quality surveys carried out at the end
of each academic year. These surveys measure six dimensions (1) objectives and content,
(2) methodology, (3) teaching, (4) material and teaching aids, (5) usefulness, and (6) overall
evaluation of the course and are designed by the university for all the continuing education
programmes that it offers in order to analyse the achievement of the general and specific
objectives of the programme.
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Upon longitudinal analysis of the results of these surveys among the 66 students
who have participated in the training in its four editions, 2017–2021 courses, two series
have been differentiated to detect the possible influence by the health emergency situation
caused by COVID-19. On the one hand, the 2017–2018 and 2018–2019 academic years were
compared to the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 academic years, the former being interrupted by
the emergency situation and the latter having taken place during the emergency situation.

From the observations (open-ended questions that provide a qualitative view) of
the questionnaires, the degree lecturers indicate as positive aspects of the experience the
possibility of sharing time with the students, the inclusion in subjects of other degrees of
the university, and the excellent disposition and motivation of the students in the training
sessions. On the other hand, they point out the difficulties of online training during the
confinement due to the pandemic.

Likewise, non-disabled undergraduate students who have shared classrooms with
students with intellectual disabilities understand that inclusive education for all students is
a priority, a right, and an obligation in a fair and democratic model of society. As students,
they need to receive information about all kinds of diversity and different supports. The
greatest interest is shown in attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder, disruptive impulse
control and behavioural disorders, and cognitive functional diversity. In order to favour
inclusion in the classroom, they mainly propose to create collaborative work activities
among students and flexible activities that can be carried out by all students.

In general, the degree of satisfaction with the experience of including students from
the FEVIDA programme in the degree course that they have taken is: 78.9% very satisfied,
followed by 21.1% who are satisfied. Below are some testimonies from non-disabled
students pursuing university degrees.

“I have personally learned many things from talking to them. The kids I have worked
with see life with more optimism, they go to class with much more enthusiasm than the
rest and they participate much more. Something as simple as putting the camera in the
classroom, they don’t care, but the rest of us didn’t. I already thought that we have more
to learn than that. I already thought that we have more to learn from them than they have
to learn from us, but thanks to this year’s course, I have been able to prove it”.

(Student of the Faculty of Social Sciences, academic year 2020–2021)

“Since I was lucky enough to volunteer with people with functional diversity, I began to
really empathise and to value all the good aspects that these incredible people can bring to
us. Being able to share moments with the students of FEVIDA has been a magnificent
experience from which I have been able to learn a lot from them, my colleagues, who have
made the classes more enjoyable and above all have given us great moments and a lot
of information necessary to know about them and what they feel as people. I am very
grateful to have been part of this beautiful subject and adventure”.

(Student of the Faculty of Social Sciences, academic year 2020–2021)

“Learning for a future” (Student of the Faculty of Sports Science, academic year
2020–2021).

Regarding the assessment of students with intellectual disabilities (n = 66), a longitu-
dinal analysis through arithmetic averages allows us to know the overall satisfaction of
students in the four editions. As can be seen in Figure 2, all the items obtain a score higher
than 9 but, on average, the overall evaluation of the course and the teaching are the most
highly valued. Thus, the knowledge of the teaching staff, the activities carried out in class
and the tasks sent home, and the resolution of the doubts raised were rewarded.

In general, students with intellectual disabilities show a high level of satisfaction with
the programme. On the other hand, the achievement of the objectives and contents set out
in a privately funded degree is, to a large extent, a form of justification. However, Figure 3
shows that these objectives have been met in all editions, although there is a difference
between the time of the pandemic of COVID-19 (academic years 2019–2020 and 2020–2021)
and the other two editions. The lowest overall evaluations with respect to the objectives
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are found in the 2019–2020 academic year, possibly due to the change of modality due to
the pandemic, a fact that has improved considerably in the 2020–2021 academic year due
to the increased capacity for foresight in the face of the combination of face-to-face and
online modality.
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There is a constant drop in scores when talking about the duration of the course, a
fact that the students show constantly in all editions, as the programme lasts one academic
year and they demand two or more years at the university.

In terms of methodology, there are two moments with low scores: the first and the third
edition. This may be explained by the inexperience in the development of the programme,
initially, and by the appearance of the emergency situation due to COVID-19 in the third
edition. In terms of the usefulness of the face-to-face sessions, a slight decrease can be



Disabilities 2021, 1 397

observed in the editions that have coexisted with COVID-19, more marked in the third
edition. Figure 4 shows in detail the constant in terms of the usefulness of face-to-face
sessions and the variance in methodology and planning.
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The evaluation of the teaching allows us to know how the information is reaching
the students; thus, each year’s specific training is carried out for the teaching staff with
the intention of improving the way in which classes are taught and communications are
established between the teaching staff and the students, always in the interest of promoting
an inclusive environment. Figure 5 shows how there is greater satisfaction with the different
aspects related to teaching in the first, second, and fourth editions, while the third edition
is affected, possibly due to the occurrence of COVID-19 and the change of modality from
face-to-face to online.

As can be seen in the figure above, in the second edition, the overall satisfaction is
9.94. The worst average is for the 2019–2020 academic year, with an average of 9.18 in all
the sections referring to teaching, although when asked about the overall assessment of the
teaching, the mark obtained is 9.34, which is in line with the rest of the editions, especially
the first one.

The second best evaluation was given to the fourth edition, which obtained an average
score of 9.52, compared to the 9.51 of the first edition.

On the other hand, the evaluation of the material and didactic resources includes a
number of specifications that allow us to analyse possible specific improvements for the
development of the programme.

The most highly valued elements are the individual tutorials throughout the course,
which obtained an average of 9.60 in the four editions, reaching a score of 10 in the second
edition. This is followed by the classes of other degrees in which you have participated,
which, although in the second edition obtained a 10, in the third and fourth editions
increased with respect to the first edition, coinciding with the incorporation of new degrees
from different faculties as the project is consolidated within the university.
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With regard to the material and didactic resources in Figure 6, the elements with
the lowest score are those related to the effectiveness of the resources made available to
students to resolve doubts and technical problems, with an average score of 8.80. On the
other hand, the external placements carried out obtained an average mark of 8.93 in the
four editions. With regard to external placements, in the editions with a health emergency
situation due to COVID-19, it was impossible to carry them out, thus specialised workshops
were given to acquire the skills and knowledge that would have been developed in these
placements. However, due to the special characteristics of the 2019–2020 academic year, in
which it was decided to postpone the placements for three months, but finally it was not
possible to carry them out, the score obtained was the lowest of the entire evaluation: 7.67.
On the other hand, and in equal conditions, without external internships in companies, the
students of the fourth edition evaluate this employability workshop with a 9.20.

On the other hand, the usefulness perceived by the students for their professional
development and their personal training shows the need and capacity of promotion of
young people with intellectual disabilities. Again, although the valuation on the usefulness
for their professional development is higher than 9 in all the cases, in the first and third
edition, there is a decrease of this (9.43). Regarding the usefulness for personal training,
there is a decrease in the evaluation in the third and fourth edition with respect to the first
two editions.

As can be seen in Figure 7, in line with the above, the usefulness of external place-
ments for professional development is considerably lower in the fourth edition than in
previous editions, and a decrease can also be observed in the third edition. Both were
possibly influenced by the implementation of employability workshops instead of external
placements in companies.
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The first and third editions have shared some coincidences throughout these results that
could be explained, as previously expressed, by the start of the project and the pandemic
situation, respectively, always with the capacity for improvement in subsequent editions.

If we take into account the qualitative evaluation such as the interviews, the results
obtained have been very satisfactory for each and every one of the agents who have
participated directly or indirectly in the course, among which we can point out: the
teaching staff, the students, and their families. In particular, the students have shown great
interest throughout the process due to the repercussions that the programme has had on
their lives.

In order to show the evolution and the students’ perception of the programme, we will
rely on the speeches presented by the students themselves in some of the group interviews.

Since the beginning of the course, they have managed to establish social links not
only with the students on the course, but also with the university community as a whole,
creating a strong sense of belonging to the university: “we are now part of the UPO, and I
am happy” (Participant 1), which shows the achievement of one of the main objectives of
the programme, which is “To provide inclusive experiences and normalisation within the
University Community”.

Likewise, the relationships that they have established with their classmates have
allowed them to feel free to be themselves and to show all their weaknesses, fears, insecuri-
ties, strengths, etc. “I opened my heart and let out everything I had to let out” (Participant 2),
without being afraid of being judged or being limited by the barriers that disability, society,
relatives . . . , impose on them:
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“Disability often sets limits for us, and sometimes it doesn’t [ . . . ] but often we set limits
for ourselves . . . ”.

(Participant 2)

“[ . . . ] the family also sometimes, your own family [ . . . ]”.

(Participant 7)

“[ . . . ] societies put them on us and make us believe that we can’t”.

(Participant 6)

In this line, the development of the course has achieved another of the proposed
general objectives, which is “to provide university training to young people with intellec-
tual disabilities focused on improving their autonomy, their humanistic training and their
labour preparation”. Even before starting the training, the students had high expectations
in relation to personal autonomy, as 93.3% of them considered that they would be more
autonomous once the programme was finished. They assured that the course would help
them “to look for a job and to be able to be autonomous”.

These expectations have been fulfilled. Their participation in FEVIDA has contributed
to their empowerment:

“Look, I’ve managed to get to university”, you didn’t think that you yourself set limits
and say “I’m going to university . . . ” but look, you say to yourself “I’m here, so it must
be because I can”.

(Participant 6)

It has also helped them to break down the fears and barriers they had imposed
on themselves,

“Because apart from having several fields open it also gives you that dream to say and ok,
I am here at university, and I am here studying and for the achievement that you have
done for many years of your life and you face a fear that you had never thought about
until you actually get to the place and the time will come to say here we are, here we are
going to study and here we are going to learn new things”.

(Participant 2)

It is for this reason that one of the items most highly valued by the students in the
final questionnaire was “the teaching received is useful for personal training”.

In relation to the objective “To provide these young people with the necessary skills to
increase their chances of finding employment, accessing jobs in the supported employment
modality”, we must point out that the results have been very satisfactory. All the students
have carried out external internships in different entities or specific employability seminars
to achieve the objectives of these internships.

During these internships or seminars, the students have managed to acquire com-
petences related to: social and labour commitments, management of information about
labour resources, or critical analysis of employment opportunities and life options. This is
why the students have highly valued these internships and seminars.

The students value the training received at the University very positively, as it will
allow them to “acquire autonomy and more qualifications, more curriculum, more aggregate, more
things to get hired” (Participant 3).

This vision has positively influenced their self-concept, making them feel more capable
and empowered, not only to work, but also to live independently:

“[ . . . ] apart from meeting a lot of people from the university, well you are learning to
live on your own and that is very important”.

(Participant 1)

After this experience, they feel that they have “more self-confidence” (Participant 6). In
most cases, before starting the course, the students did not see themselves as being able to
live independently; however, after the experience of one of the activities organised within
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the framework of FEVIDA, which consisted of living for a week in a university residence
with other students, it has meant a change in their perception “a barrier that I have broken is
the fear of living alone” (Participant 1).

However, for many of the students, the implementation of this training has not only
favoured their autonomy and self-concept in complex issues such as independence from
the family home, but it has also helped them to face everyday life situations that they
did not dare to face before. For example, some students had never used public transport
without being accompanied by another person to supervise them, but from the beginning
of the course, many of them had to face this situation “I come alone” (Participant 5).

These advances have favoured not only the pupils, but also the family. Firstly, as
pupils feel more autonomous, they have demanded more freedom in the family nucleus
“I believe that parents have to be aware that although we are their children, their children grow
up” (Participant 7), claiming that personal space and independence that they had not had
until now. Secondly, feeling that they are capable of carrying out certain activities that they
previously considered impossible and seeing that their family supports them and trusts
them has significantly improved their self-esteem:

“I think that the best thing that we are going to have for me is to live alone in the residence,
in the Flora de Tristán, I think that is the most important thing for me, because I have
seen that my mother trusts me to live alone”.

(GD Participant 1)

In turn, the family also considers that the experience has been very positive due to the
impact that it has had on the students, as shown by the data collected in the questionnaire
given to the families: “I consider the implementation of this programme at the University to be
very important and of great benefit. It has made great progress in the people with disabilities who
have attended the course”. However, they are of the opinion that the duration has not been
adequate as “it would be advisable to extend the rest time and they could stay for more years” and
in particular, they have pointed out some specific activities that should be developed for a
longer period of time; among them, we highlight the experience in the student residence
“I should have more time” (Participant 5) [ . . . ] “Or do another course, but with more time”
(Participant 7). This idea, shared by both pupils and families, is one of the lowest rated
items, as we have seen above.

On the other hand, students also request more dedication to tasks related to getting
out of the classroom, “one day we have to go on an excursion” (GD Participant 4), and interact
with other people in the university community “we ourselves would do an event here so that all
the people from the university know about us, and so that we have more contact with people from
the university, with teachers who give other types of classes” (Participant 2).

Although there are certain issues that need to be improved, such as the length of
the course, overall, the experience has been very satisfactory in both operational and
substantive terms.

4. Discussion

Programmes such as the one developed at the Pablo de Olavide University, according
to Díaz, Terrón, and Muñoz [21], show that these initiatives provide opportunities for
the acquisition of academic excellence, personal development, and the acquisition of
democratic values, as well as respect for the human rights of the undergraduate students
who participate and the teaching staff involved. In relation to this statement, we can
observe the high valuation of students with intellectual disabilities regarding teaching
(9.61) and individual tutorials (9.60), as well as the usefulness of teaching for their personal
(9.67) and professional training (9.56). The classes shared with other degrees (9.51) and
the face-to-face FEVIDA classes (9.61) are also highly rated, and both are fundamental to
progress towards an inclusive higher education environment.

As has been proven in the four editions, the University can become an important agent
of social inclusion, as it allows for the sharing of spaces for training, socialisation, learning,
and growth between students with and without disabilities, and increases the options for
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mutual enrichment in the university community in particular and the transmission of the
value of respect for diversity to society in general.

The limitations of the study are mainly due to the methodology used, as it could be
complemented by qualitative interviews in which proposals for improvement could be
obtained from the students themselves. However, as these interviews have been carried
out through individual tutorials and family workshops, this limitation gives rise to the pos-
sibility of a new study that compares, with the same longitudinal character, the discourses
of pupils and families with the programme’s quality data.

Future research is also pending on the differentiation in the entry into the labour
market of graduates within and without the context of the pandemic, as there are studies
that already warn of the serious employment consequences for this population in the
coming years [25]. Although the issue of transportation and mobility is not specifically
addressed in these programs, based on the results, the autonomous movement of students
has turned out to be a significant variable. Therefore, it is suggested to incorporate it in other
studies and research as well as in university programs as an element of independent living.

Hosting these programs in universities in the medium and long term improves the
academic, work, and life skills of people with intellectual disabilities; the specific prepara-
tion and empowerment of people with intellectual disabilities in universities who have
lived with peers, improves their employability in the face of an employer who values the
level achieved.

Although this program is a hybrid model, a part of specific training only for students
with intellectual disabilities and other inclusive in which students with intellectual disabili-
ties are integrated in subjects of degrees with students without intellectual disabilities, they
are still experimental actions, since it is not regulated as usual and with public funding in a
stable manner, which generates uncertainty regarding the right of this group to access all
levels of education according to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

With these programmes, the University can become an important agent of social
inclusion, as it allows the sharing of spaces for training, socialisation, learning, and growth
between students with and without disabilities, and for this reason, programmes that take
students with intellectual disabilities to higher education are essential, since this is a still
very limited space in the educational pathway.

5. Conclusions

A large number of Spanish public universities are developing experiences that al-
low access to university for this population group, and although a network of inclusive
universities is being created, and strategies and objectives are shared, each university is
developing proposals based on university autonomy, subsidised by projects from private
entities. The first challenge is to consolidate these inclusive strategies in public systems.

For this purpose, the impact of the programmes is being evaluated and in general, on
the part of people with intellectual disabilities and their families, there is a great satisfaction
with the teaching staff and the overall assessment of the project. This satisfaction is also
very high on the part of the teaching staff involved in the programme.

After the implementation of four editions of the Training for employment and au-
tonomous living of people with cognitive functional diversity (FEVIDA) programme, the
students of this degree have managed to establish social links, not only with the students
of the course, but also with the university community as a whole, creating a strong sense
of belonging to the university. Before starting the course, the students had high expec-
tations in relation to personal autonomy, expectations that have been fulfilled given the
level of empowerment acquired and the high valuation they have shown of the teaching
received [21].

The improvement of employability has been made possible through external intern-
ships in various public and private entities. Doing internships as a university student
has had a positive influence on their self-concept, making them feel more capable and
empowered, not only to work, but also to live autonomously outside the family environ-
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ment, and they are now able to face everyday situations that they did not even consider
before. In addition, it has allowed around 30% of the graduates to be employed one year
after completing the program, according to the short-, medium-, and long-term follow-up
period carried out, which is recorded in the project’s own reports.

The progress has benefited the families who consider the experience very positive,
perceiving in a short period of time important changes in their sons and daughters, and the
non-disabled students who have had the opportunity to share the classroom with students
with intellectual disabilities. They consider the initiative as an opportunity for academic
excellence, personal development, and acquisition of democratic values, as well as respect
for human rights.

The experience of the FEVIDA programme at the Pablo de Olavide University analysed
in this article, as well as the appropriate development of the Unidiversity Programme at the
national level, in which our experience is framed, support the need for these programmes
to be anchored in the structures of universities as bridges towards full inclusion in official
undergraduate studies in the higher education area.
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