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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Establishment in productive occupations i.e. work and further studies, is challenging for students who
experience special educational needs (SEN).
OBJECTIVE: The study aim was to investigate productive occupations and perceived work ability one year after upper
secondary education among former students with SEN who had received a student-centred information and communication
technology (ICT) intervention.
METHODS: Questionnaire data on productive occupations (n = 81) were complemented with the semi-structured Worker
Role Interview (WRI) concerning perceived work ability (n = 20), in an embedded mixed methods design. Group comparisons
between participants who were and were not established in productive occupations were performed. Written notes from the
WRI were analysed with a deductive content analysis.
RESULTS: Findings demonstrated that almost two-thirds (63% n = 51) of the former students with SEN were established in
productive occupations. The established group had to a higher extent obtained pass grades and had to a lesser extent received
time-assisting ICT. Managing daily routines in combination with a productive role in a satisfactory manner was perceived as
most challenging for the participants in relation to their work ability.
CONCLUSION: The results indicate that students with SEN need person-centred support to handle difficulties both in and
outside upper secondary school to promote the transition from school to establishment in productive occupations.
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1. Introduction

Establishment in the labour market and enrolment
in higher education are positive from a health per-
spective. They increase participation in society and
contribute to young people’s well-being [1, 2].
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In Europe, the unemployment rate is 12% among
young people with graduation from upper secondary
education, and 35% for those without graduation [3].
Graduation from upper secondary education is gener-
ally considered a prerequisite for successful inclusion
in the labour market and entry to higher education
[4]. In Sweden, 6% (n = 65 000) of young people
aged 15–24 were unemployed and not in education
or training in 2019. The majority of these individuals
were 20–24 years old (n = 47 000), representing 8%
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of the total population in that age group [5], indicating
an unsuccessful transition from school to productive
occupations related to adult life.

Students with special educational needs (SEN),
defined in the Salamanca statement, as students who
for various reasons need extra support to achieve edu-
cational goals [6], are less likely to graduate from
upper secondary education [7–9]. Furthermore, they
are overrepresented among unemployed young peo-
ple who are not in education or training [7, 8, 10]. Low
graduation rates, overrepresentation in failed grades
and school drop-out among students with SEN con-
tribute to their challenges to becoming established in
productive occupations [7, 11, 12], which seems to
persist into adulthood [13, 14]. Their school failures
have commonly been explained by loss of motivation
and high rates of absence from school by leading
officials in Swedish municipalities [15]. However,
examples of reasons stated by upper secondary school
students themselves are commonly related to an
unsupportive home and school environment and lack
of the necessary adjustments to their educational
needs [15–17]. Båtevik [13] concluded that, irrespec-
tive of gender, but particularly for women, graduation
significantly increases the probability of employment
for former students with SEN. Efforts to support
students with SEN to obtain educational qualifica-
tions should be prioritised to decrease their risk of
social and economic vulnerability, health problems
[7, 18–20], loss of productive capacity, and costs for
the welfare system. In a study by Yngve et al. [21],
students with SEN who received a student-centred
information and communication technology (ICT)
intervention in upper secondary school perceived
a significantly more supportive school environment
and a positive tendency in terms of increased school
attendance.

Past experiences of occupational performance,
expectations about the future and the person´s ability
to handle and organise daily routines have been found
to have a significant impact on a person’s work abil-
ity and establishment in the labour market [22]. This
might imply that the difficulties students with SEN
have experienced in their schooling influence their
perceived work ability and the productive occupa-
tions they enrol in. Persons’ work ability is complex
since it relates to both personal and contextual factors
both at and outside work [23].

Studies focusing on environmental aspects as
either barriers or support to young people’s partic-
ipation in productive occupations are emphasised
[12]. In a recent scoping review about the state of

the art in research concerning the transition from
childhood to adulthood for people with disabilities,
Tideman et al. [12] stressed the need for knowledge
about the long-term outcomes of support provided
in school. Recently, Myklebust and Båtevik [14]
found that support from teacher assistants and special
pedagogical support did not contribute to economic
independence as adults among former students with
SEN. By using a longitudinal approach, which is
rare when investigating the transition from school to
work among young adults with disabilities [12, 14],
this present study strives to provide knowledge about
establishment in productive occupations related to
adult life among former students with SEN who
received assistive technology support in upper sec-
ondary school. More specifically, the aim of the study
was to describe productive occupations and perceived
work ability one year after upper secondary education
among former students with SEN who had received a
student-centred ICT intervention in upper secondary
education.

The following research questions were posed:

– In what types of productive occupations and to
what extent do former students with SEN partic-
ipate?

– Are there differences in demographics, final
grades and received ICT support among former
students who are established on the labour mar-
ket or enrolled in higher education and those who
are not?

– How do former students with SEN perceive their
work ability in relation to their motivation, daily
routines and social environment?

2. Methods

2.1. Design

This descriptive study, which investigates produc-
tive occupations and perceived work ability among
former students with SEN, was conducted using an
embedded mixed methods approach [24]. Quantita-
tive cross-sectional data from a questionnaire was
used to investigate productive occupations among the
former students, supplemented with qualitative data
collected using the Swedish version of the Worker
Role Interview (WRI) [25] to describe their per-
ceived work ability. This study has been conducted in
accord with the Declaration of Helsinki of 1964 and
its later amendments. The Regional Ethics Board in
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in Linköping, Sweden, gave ethical approval for the
study, study codes 2013/409-31 and 2015/203-32.

2.2. Participants and data collection

The study population was derived from an earlier
study by Yngve et al. [21], evaluating the impact of a
student-centred ICT intervention on school participa-
tion among 300 upper secondary school students with
SEN in Sweden. These 300 students were from all
three upper secondary educational levels and attended
either a vocational or higher education preparatory
programme. Of these 300 students, 244 provided
written informed consent and contact information and
agreed to be contacted one year after leaving upper
secondary school, making them eligible for inclusion
in the present study. The data collection was per-
formed during year 2014 until 2018 and consisted
of two parts. First, eligible participants were sent the
cross-sectional questionnaire, in which they decided
whether or not to participate in the WRI interview,
which was conducted on a later occasion.

Contact information for 22 students was invalid at
the time of data collection, resulting in 222 eligible
participants, who were contacted by telephone and/or
via email approximately one year after they left upper
secondary education. Seventeen students declined
participation when approached. The questionnaire
was answered by 81 students while 124 did not
respond, resulting in a response rate of 36%. No sig-
nificant differences in demographics (age, diagnosis,
educational programme, gender or native language)
were found among the 81 participants and the 141
students who did not respond to the questionnaire.
Forty-one (51%), of the 81 participants, gave con-
sent to participate in the WRI interview, of whom
20 actually participated. No significant differences in
demographics were found among the former students
who participated in the WRI interview and the 141
students who did not respond to the questionnaire.

2.2.1. Questionnaire
A form with demographic questions, referred to as

questionnaire was created by the research group. The
included questions with fixed response options con-
cerned the former students educational programme in
upper secondary school, final grades, type of housing,
current productive occupation and source of income.
Related open-ended questions that required written
responses concerned what kind of employment or
studies the participant was engaged in and to what
extent.

The questionnaire was used during telephone calls
or as a web-based version, administrated using sur-
vey software. The first author sent a link to the
web-based version of the questionnaire as a text
message or an email to the telephone number/email
address of the potential participant, following up with
two reminders where necessary. Of the 81 survey
respondents, data was collected via the web-based
version for 46 participants and by telephone calls
for 35 participants. The first author collected data
via telephone, using the questionnaire as a struc-
tured interview guide, for 20 participants and two
occupational therapists working as research assistants
collected data for the remaining 15 participants.

2.2.2. Demographics and ICT intervention
From the above-mentioned study by Yngve et

al. [21], demographics (age, diagnosis, gender and
native language) and information concerning the
ICT intervention (device and software) that students
received during their upper secondary education were
retrieved. The ICT devices were a computer/laptop,
a tablet and/or a smartphone and different types of
software, categorised as ‘time-assisting’ (calendar,
schedule, reminder, timer) or as supporting ‘writing
and reading’ (word processor, text reader, scanner,
recorder).

2.2.3. The Worker Role Interview (WRI)
The WRI-S [25] is a semi-structured interview

and therapist-administered assessment, conceptually
based on the Model of Human Occupation (MOHO)
[26]. The WRI is used to identify how a per-
son’s motivation, daily routines and the surrounding
social environment affect the person’s work ability
by investigating 16 items related to six theoretical
MOHO concepts: Personal causation, Values, Inter-
ests, Roles, Habits and Environment. The interviewer
takes notes during the interview and rates the 16 items
on a four-point rating scale after the interview. The
scores 1 (strongly interferes) and 2 (interferes) imply
that the content related to the actual item interferes
with the individual’s work ability and a score of 3
(supports) or 4 (strongly supports) implies that the
item constitutes a support for the individual’s work
ability. If an item is not applicable or not enough
information has been collected to perform the rating
of an item, the rating ‘NA’ (not applicable) is used. As
well as the rating itself, notes explaining the unique
personal reasons for the chosen rating are written on
the rating form for each item. Several psychometric



88 M. Yngve et al. / Establishment in productive occupations and perceived work ability

studies have concluded that the Swedish version of
the WRI is psychometrically sound [22, 27–29].

Participants who gave consent on the questionnaire
to participate in the WRI interview were contacted by
the first author or research assistants via telephone to
schedule a time. At least two reminders were used.
The semi-structured interview was adapted based
on each respondent’s answers and situation. The
first author performed 15 WRI interviews and the
research assistants performed the other five. During
the interviews, notes and statements to recall what the
participant said in relation to the content of the WRI
were documented. The interviewer completed the rat-
ing form and wrote explanatory notes for every item
in connection with each WRI interview. The explana-
tory notes on the rating form could consist of both
statements and a synthesis of what the participant had
said in relation to the specific item. The rating ‘NA’
was used when, for example, items were related to a
specific work environment (items 13, 15–16) and the
participant was without a job. The interviews con-
ducted by the first author lasted between 22 and 50
minutes (M = 33 minutes). No time range for the five
WRI interviews performed by the research assistants
was available.

2.3. Data analysis

Quantitative, cross-sectional data consisting of
responses to the questions from the questionnaire
and ratings of WRI items was analysed using
descriptive statistics [30]. In the present study, pro-
ductive occupations are defined as including paid
and unpaid activities [26] which in turn include
paid employment, studying, and activities to improve
opportunities for employment, such as labour market
training and work experience placement. Partici-
pants were divided into two groups based on the
type and extent of their reported productive occu-
pation. Participants who reported that they on a
weekly basis worked 50% or more of full time,
were enrolled in higher education or who currently
were on parental leave from a specific workplace
(n = 1) were considered to be ‘Established in work or
higher education’. ‘Not established in work or higher
education’ included participants who were working
less than part time (50%) on a weekly basis, were
unemployed/seeking employment, enrolled in adult
education equivalent to upper secondary education,
or were receiving compensation from the Swedish
social insurance system. Fisher’s exact tests [30] was
conducted to investigate the differences between the

two groups in terms of demographics, final grades
and type of ‘time-assisting’ or ‘supporting writing
and reading’ ICT devices received during the inter-
vention in upper secondary education. Analyses were
performed in SPSS, version 24 [31], and the signifi-
cance level was set at p < .05.

The written notes on the WRI rating forms consti-
tuted the unit of analysis in the qualitative content
analysis. Since the WRI is theoretically based on
concepts in the MOHO, a deductive approach was
followed, guided by Graneheim, Lindgren and Lund-
man [32]. A deductive analysis moves from theory to
the concrete data level [32] and concepts from the
MOHO were used to guide the analysis of which
aspects influenced participants’ perceived work abil-
ity. The six MOHO concepts in the WRI were used as
content areas and were, together with their theoretical
definitions, inserted into matrices of the related the-
oretical constructs of motivation, daily routines and
social environment, which were used as categories.
For each content area, the manifest content of the
written notes related to the included WRI items was
assembled. As an example, the manifest content from
the items ‘Assesses abilities and limitations’, ‘Expec-
tations of job success’ and ‘Takes responsibility’ was
assembled in the content area ‘Personal causation’
located under the category ‘motivation’. The content
of each area was read through several times by the
first author to obtain a sense of the whole. The pro-
cess of abstraction began with identifying meaning
units in the written notes. In most cases, the writ-
ten notes were abstracted to even shorter, concrete
meaning units, which were then coded. Meaning units
that concerned the same thing, irrespective of whether
they were considered as supportive or hindering fac-
tors for the person´s work ability, received the same
code, inspired by the theoretical concepts. The analy-
sis and process of abstraction were performed with a
word processor program by using matrices and high-
lighting the text in different colours. In the process
of abstracting codes in relation to the concepts, the
first and last author engaged in dialogue to reach
consensus.

3. Results

Demographics and the questionnaire data of the 81
former students with SEN are presented in Table 1,
divided into the two groups: ‘Established in work
or higher education’ and ‘Not established in work
or higher education’. Two-thirds (n = 55) of the
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participants had studied a vocational programme and
51% (n = 41) were male. Fifty-six percent (n = 45)
of the participants had a medical diagnosis and 51%
(n = 41) reported that they had achieved passing
grades in all subjects included in their upper sec-
ondary programme. Sixty-one percent (n = 49) lived
with their guardians.

3.1. Productive occupations

Most participants had become ‘Established in work
or higher education’ (n = 51, 63%), with 43 partici-
pants working, seven enrolled in higher education and
one being on parental leave from a specific work-
place (see Table 1). In the group ‘Not established in
work or higher education’ (n = 30, 37%), the largest
proportion of participants were seeking employment

(n = 12, 15%) or enrolled in adult education equiv-
alent to upper secondary education (n = 10, 12%).
On a weekly basis, 64% of the participants (n = 37)
reported full-time engagement in their current occu-
pation, see Table 1.

3.2. Differences between participants
‘established in work or enrolled in higher
education’ and ‘not established in work or
enrolled in higher education’

Participants who were established in work or
enrolled in higher education reported final grades in
all subjects to a higher extent (p = .02 Fisher’s exact
test), and had less often received time-assisting ICT
(p = .01 Fisher’s exact test) than those who were not
established in work or higher education. No differ-

Table 1
Demographics and information from the questionnaire concerning participants’ productive occupations (n = 81)

Whole Established in work Not established in work Fisher’s
group, or higher education, or higher education, exact test,
n = 81 n = 51, 63% n = 30, 37% p

Gender, n = 81A .36
Male 41 (51) 28 (55) 13 (43)
Female 40 (49) 23 (45) 17 (57)

Diagnosis, n = 81A .11*
No diagnosis 36 (44) 19 (37) 17 (57)
Diagnosis 45 (56) 32 (63) 13 (43)
Neuropsychiatric disorder 13 (16) 8 (16) 5 (16)
Dyslexia 23 (28) 17 (33) 6 (20)
Other 9 (11) 7 (14) 2 (7)

ICT, n = 81A

Time-assisting 59 (73) 32 (63) 27 (90) .01
Writing and reading 58 (72) 36 (71) 22 (73) .79

Educational programme, n = 81 .86
Vocational 55 (68) 35 (69) 20 (67)
Preparatory 26 (32) 16 (31) 10 (33)

Final grades, n = 81 .02
Pass in all subjects 41 (51) 29 (57) 12 (40)
Pass in most subjects 31 (38) 20 (39) 11 (37)
Pass in some or no subjects 9 (11) 2 (4) 7 (23)

Productive occupation, n = 81
Work 45 (56) 43 (84) 2 (7)B

Job-seeking 12 (15) 7 (14) 12 (40)
Adult educationC 10 (12) 1 (2) 10 (33)
Higher education 7 (9) 6 (13)
OtherD 7 (9)

Occupied on a weekly basis, n = 58 n=46 n=12 .32
Full-time 37 (64) 31 (67) 6 (50)
Less than full-time 21 (36) 15 (33) 6 (50)

Type of housing, n = 81 .48**
Parent/guardian 49 (61) 29 (57) 20 (67)
Independent 30 (27) 22 (43) 8 (27)
Other 2 (2) 2 (7)

Note: AData retrieved from study by Yngve et al. (2021). BWorking less than half time. CEquivalent to upper secondary education. DParental
(n = 1) or sick leave (n = 2), work experience placement (n = 2), or travel (n = 2). ∗Dichotomised as Diagnosis or No diagnosis. ∗∗Dichotomised
as Independent living or Other.
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ences between the groups were found in relation to
demographics, or received ICT for writing and read-
ing, see Table 1.

3.3. Participants’ perceived work ability

Eleven of the 20 participants who participated in
the WRI interview were boys and 13 of them had
become ‘Established in work or higher education’.
The ratings of the participants’ WRI items are pre-
sented in Table 2. The WRI item ‘Commitment to
work’ was the only item rated as supportive among
all participants, indicating that work was a valued
occupation for all. The item ‘Pursues interests’ was
the item rated as most unsupportive in relation to par-
ticipants’ psychosocial work ability, as almost more
than a third of the participants had that item rated
as interfering, which indicates that these participants
experienced difficulties in finding ways to be satis-
fied with their daily lives, see Table 2. Items related
to participants’ ‘Roles’ in and outside their productive
occupation were rated as supportive for work ability
for all but one participant. In regard to habits, also
related to the content area ‘Daily routines’, hinder-
ing aspects in ‘Daily routines’ that interfered with
perceived work ability were found by four of the par-
ticipants. Items within the content area ‘environment’
had drop-out in several items because some partici-
pants did not have a specific workplace to relate to,
but the item was for the most part found to be support-
ive of participants’ work ability. The WRI item that
interfered most was related to participants’ percep-
tions of their manager, which was rated as interfering
by three participants.

The six theoretical constructs included in the WRI
that constituted the content areas were sorted under
the three categories of motivation, daily routines and
social environment, derived from the MOHO. The
associated codes for each content area are listed in
Table 2 and written in italics in the text under the
following headings.

3.3.1. Motivation for productive occupations
Motivational aspects with influence on partici-

pants’ perceived work ability were sorted into six
codes. Most participants stated that they felt in con-
trol and did not experience any limitations in relation
to their current occupation and described how they
experienced a compliance between their capacities
and the demands of their productive occupation. They
perceived themselves to have the ability, with or with-
out support, to handle their productive occupation

and to perform with good results. Many who had
experienced limitations previously said that they had
developed strategies to manage their occupation; for
example, they used ICT (tablets and smartphones)
to support the structuring and planning of daily
activities, or to conduct study-related tasks. Aspects
described as lowering motivation were related to par-
ticipants’ self-doubt about their ability to manage a
‘regular job’ and being controlled by their disabil-
ity or outside factors. One participant described this
by saying the disability sometimes took the upper
hand over strategies that normally made studying
manageable. All participants’ expressed goals for the
future, in terms of plans related to productive occupa-
tions and overall were optimistic about their future.
However, their efforts to achieve desired ends varied.
Examples considered to be supportive of partici-
pants’ work ability involved complementing grades
in specific courses in adult education (equivalent to
upper secondary education) to be able to study at
the university, and wanting full-time employment or
employment in the field of their education that moti-
vated them in job-seeking, even though some already
had a job. Lack to initiate change in their occupational
situation, even though participants wanted something
else as their future occupation, was considered to
interfere with their work ability. The participants
were valuing productive occupations as it generated
work experience or qualifications for further stud-
ies, or to earn money. Furthermore, a productive
occupation contributed to structuring the day, their
well-being and feelings of being needed. Most of
the participants were stimulated by their productive
occupation; they expressed feelings of enjoyment in
relation to work or study and found their occupation
self-developing, or enjoyed interactions with col-
leagues, customers and study peers. Most participants
identified interests they liked to engage in during their
leisure time, such as spending time with friends and
family or engaging in physical exercise. However,
participants also expressed a desire for change. Some
participants stated that they did not have enough time
to spend on hobbies or felt that their working hours
or their disability prevented them from engaging in
their interest to a satisfying extent. A few stated that
they did not have any interests or expressed feelings
of loneliness.

3.3.2. Daily routines in relation to work and
further studies

This category constitutes four codes with influ-
ence on participants’ perceived work ability. Most
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participants had internalised their productive role;
they were well aware of how to behave in their
occupational role and gave examples of expected
behaviour, such as being ‘service-minded’. They
knew how to execute tasks and what to consider dur-
ing interactions with people they encountered in their
role. Overall, the participants’ statements implied that
they experienced a balance between roles. Many lived
with their guardians and still held their old role as
an adolescent, which enabled them to prioritise and
combine their productive role with other roles in a
satisfactory manner. In contrast, participants in part-
time employment stated that their working role could
have a negative impact on other roles. They accepted
additional working hours when offered, which com-
plicated balancing their working role with their other
roles. As regards maintain daily routines, the partic-
ipants’ routines in and outside work or studies were
in general described as satisfactory and supportive of
their work ability. Some expressed the importance of
structure in order to combine their productive occu-
pation and daily routines outside work, and used
support such as calendars and reminders to plan the
week and their commitments. However, maintaining

an occupational role required much effort for some
participants who said that their productive role con-
sumed too much time; their everyday habits were
disrupted and it was difficult to plan and maintain
their everyday life and daily routines outside work
or study. Furthermore, some participants experienced
that disability negatively impacted routines and felt it
hindered both their working and daily routines. When
they felt stressed or ill, their routines were ineffective,
which in turn negatively affected their well-being.

3.3.3. Participants’ perception of the social
environment influence on work ability

Two codes were identified in relation to social envi-
ronmental aspects with an influence on participants’
perceived work ability. The majority of the partici-
pants who were working experienced social support
at work and did not perceive any barriers to their
occupational performance. Most stated that they had
confidence in their employer/manager, who had lis-
tened to them when they needed support or when
improvements needed to be made in their work envi-
ronment. However, there were also those who lacked
confidence in their manager’s ability to give feedback

Table 2
Ratings of WRI items by the 20 participants, sorted under the content areas and categories derived from the MOHO, with the associated

codes identified in the deductive content analysis

Categories WRI content WRI items Interferes Supports Codes
areas 1 2 3 4 NA*

Motivation
Personal causation Assesses abilities and

limitations
1 2 1 16 • Compliance between

capacities and demands
• Goals for the future
• Efforts to achieve

desired ends

Expectation of job
success

1 1 15 3

Takes responsibility 2 1 3 13 1
Values Commitment to work 9 11 • Valuing productive

occupationsWork-related goals 1 3 3 13
Interests Enjoys work 1 4 11 4 • Stimulated by

productive occupation
• Desire for change

Pursues interests 2 5 1 10 2

Daily routines Roles Appraises work
expectations

1 3 14 2 • Internalised productive
role

• Balancing of rolesInfluence of other roles 1 15 4
Habits Work habits 2 4 10 4 • Maintain daily routines

• Disability impacted
routines

Daily routines 3 1 2 12 2
Adapts routine to

minimise difficulties
1 2 12 5

Social environment Environment Perception of work setting 1 2 3 6 8 • Social support at work
• Social support from

family/friends
Perception of family and

peers
2 1 15 2

Perception of boss 1 2 1 7 9
Perception of co-workers 1 2 10 7

Note: *NA=Not applicable or not enough information to rate.



92 M. Yngve et al. / Establishment in productive occupations and perceived work ability

or enable fair opportunities for part-time employed
staff, which was considered as an interfering aspect in
relation to their perceived work ability. For example,
one manager did not allow part-time employed staff
to attend on-the-job education/training, which made
the participant feel overlooked. Participants stated
that they knew they could rely on social support from
family and/or friends when they needed it, both in the
process of obtaining employment or enrolling in stud-
ies and in maintaining these roles. For example, there
were participants who said that family members had
arranged contacts with employers who were looking
to hire new staff; others said that family members had
offered emotional support when ‘things were tough’.
Hindering aspects involved statements about wanting
more support from family and/or friends than partic-
ipants had received, and the feeling of being alone in
the process of finding a job.

4. Discussion

The aim of the present study was to describe pro-
ductive occupations and perceived work ability one
year after upper secondary education among for-
mer students with SEN who had received an ICT
intervention in upper secondary education. A rather
high proportion of the participants (63%, n = 51) had
become established in productive occupations one
year after upper secondary school, compared to other
studies reporting an employment rate of about 50%
among former students with SEN in their twenties [9,
33]. Considering that vocational experience and early
entry into the labour market are associated with future
employment among former students with SEN [7, 9],
the present finding is considered positive. However,
few (n = 7) of the present participants were enrolled
in higher education. One explanation could be that
the majority (68%) of participants had studied within
a vocational programme, which among students with
SEN has been associated with a low likelihood of
enrolling in further studies after upper secondary edu-
cation [8].

The group of participants who were established
in productive occupations had to a higher extent
obtained final grade in all subjects, confirming that
graduation from upper secondary education is a pre-
dictor of both employment and enrolment in higher
education [11]. Furthermore, the established group
had received time-assisting ICT to a lesser extent
than the group of participants who were not estab-
lished in work or higher education. These findings

might suggest that the established group of students
were academically successful and not hindered by
difficulties related to time management and plan-
ning or conducting tasks, indicating that they might
have fewer functional challenges in comparison to
the other group of former students, and thus better
opportunities in relation to enrolment in work or fur-
ther studies. These results are in line with the findings
of Båtevik [13] and Myklebust and Båtevik [14], who
concluded that the degree of functional challenge is
related to long-term employability among students
with SEN. On the other hand, this finding might also
indicate that students with difficulties related to time
management, which is common among students with
neuropsychiatric disorders and/or behavioural chal-
lenges [34] are a more vulnerable group. Not only
do they struggle academically to a great extent, but
they also encounter greater challenges in the transi-
tion to productive occupations [35]. The need for both
academic and psychosocial support during schooling
has been stressed by students with neuropsychi-
atric disorders [36] and their need for individualised
support and services in the transition to productive
occupations after upper secondary school has been
emphasised [37, 38]. As such, how to best support stu-
dents with difficulties in time management in relation
to activities, both at school and in the process of estab-
lishment in work and further studies, is still an area
that warrants further investigation. The characteris-
tics of the group of former students with SEN who
were not established in productive occupations may
have implications for professionals supporting young
adults in their transition to productive occupations
related to adult life.

The qualitative findings showed that participants
were optimistic about their future and believed in their
work ability, although they had experienced support
needs in upper secondary school. Among former stu-
dents with SEN, self-advocacy has been identified as
a factor associated with employment [39]. Several of
the participants gave examples of strategies or the use
of ICT to manage their productive occupation and/or
daily routines, suggesting that they possessed knowl-
edge about how to accommodate their difficulties. In
the study by Lundahl et al. [16], the former students
with SEN enrolled in adult education still perceived
a lack of support and were not able to complete the
courses to obtain a complete upper secondary educa-
tion.

Hindering aspects mentioned by the participants
were primarily related to their daily routines outside
a productive role, as they struggled with managing
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daily routines in combination with a productive role
in a satisfactory manner. The findings contribute to
the understanding of how motivation, daily routines
and the surrounding social and physical environment
influence work ability among former students with
SEN. The results indicate that students with SEN
need person-centred support to handle difficulties that
may arise in the interaction between the person and
the environment, both within and outside upper sec-
ondary school, to promote the transition from school
to establishment in productive occupations.

4.1. Methodological considerations

Some methodological considerations need to be
addressed concerning the drop-out rate and trust-
worthiness of the qualitative findings. A longitudinal
approach is often associated with an increased risk
of a high drop-out rate and this study had a drop-out
rate over 60%. Part of the explanation for this might
be potential participants’ unwillingness to answer
phone calls from unknown telephone numbers, or that
their contact information had been collected several
years previously. Measures were taken to combat this
issue by using both phone calls and a web-based ver-
sion of the questionnaire, with reminders. However,
if participants had changed their telephone number
or email address, these measures were inadequate.
Access to potential participants’ personal identity
numbers would have provided better opportunities to
make contact with individuals who had consented to
participate in the present study.

Furthermore, the small number of former stu-
dents who participated in the WRI interview made
it impossible to statistically compare if there were
differences in the WRI ratings between those who
were established or not in productive occupations.
The credibility of the qualitative findings might have
been strengthened because of the heterogeneity in the
data, including WRI interviews with participants of
both genders with experiences of SEN during upper
secondary education, and who were and were not
established in work or higher education. Credibility is
also about the data collected and the appropriateness
of the collection method [40]. Using the WRI, which
was designed to investigate perceived work ability,
provided a structured method to collect relevant infor-
mation to investigate participants’ perceived work
ability in terms of motivation, daily routines and
social environment. Furthermore, using the MOHO
to guide the content analysis provided a valid frame of
reference and was considered helpful since it offered

a theoretical explanation for how motivation, daily
routines and the surrounding environment influence
an individual’s perceived work ability [26]. However,
an already processed text, such as the notes in the
WRI rating forms, limits the possibility of abstraction
and interpretation [41] and the analysis and presenta-
tion of the results was therefore kept at a descriptive
level, which remained close to the participants’ state-
ments. As pointed out by Hsieh and Shannon [42], a
deductive approach might lead to new insights being
missed. Therefore the first and last authors engaged
in an ongoing dialogue during the process of analysis
and formulation of findings, to ensure correspon-
dence between the data and the theoretical model.
Another concern, related to dependability [32], is the
fact that there were three different WRI interviewers.
However, both the first author and the research assis-
tants had knowledge of the MOHO and were trained
users of the WRI with its semi-structured nature,
which might have strengthened the dependability of
the collected data.

5. Conclusion

Almost two-thirds of the former students with SEN
were established in productive occupations one year
after upper secondary education. Participants who
had obtained final grades in all subjects and had
not received time-assisting ICT in the intervention
in upper secondary school were established in work
or further education to a higher extent. Some partici-
pants struggled with maintaining their daily routines
and the balance between their different roles to obtain
a satisfactory everyday life situation. Thus, the dif-
ficulties students experience concerning managing
time in relation to performance of, and participa-
tion in activities needs to be carefully addressed. It is
important that these aspects are considered by student
health units at upper secondary school as they seem
to have a decisive role in the transition from school to
establishment in productive occupations for students
with SEN.
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av det vetenskapliga kunskapsläget [From childhood to
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