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This article presents the obstacles that Russian schoolchildren with special needs face when considering vocational and professional 
education. Using the analysis of official reports, applied research methods and sociological methods, the researchers identified the 
following obstacles: lack of specific career guidance at school; disabled students’ fear that they lack physical strength to study and 
the negative attitude of others. 
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Introduction. The acquisition of education (of all lev-

els) is currently the main component of the policy of in-
clusion and a key tool for the social adaptation of children 
with special needs which should enable them to gain eco-
nomic independence in the future (The research was sup-
ported by the Russian Science Foundation (grant No. 16-
18-00016). In this process, career planning is seen as a 
constant component, despite the fact that the individual 
trajectory of one’s career may change throughout one’s 
life and constantly evolves. The construction of a career 
depends both on the way individuals approach this issue 
in order to find solutions, and on the way they perceive 
reality. In particular, the success of career development at 
least partially depends on an individual’s ability to adapt 
to their environment, and not on the person’s maturity [1. 
P. 239]. Savickas’ paradigm for career construction in-
volves the construction of the process through small sto-
ries of victories and design intentions, adaptive technolo-
gies and programs. Consequently, creating conditions for 
the adaptation of children with special needs to learning 
and social environment is an important task of inclusive 
education, as it should help them in their professional 
orientation.  

Research aim: to analyze obstacles that prevent chil-
dren with disabilities from entering a college or universi-
ty; to understand how these obstacles can be removed 
through social and physical adaptation programs at a 
school, college or university; to present the principles for 
the development of these programs in accordance with the 
key principles of inclusion. 

The object of the study: discussion of obstacles that 
children with disabilities encounter during the transition 
from secondary education (school) to professional and 
vocational education (college, university). 

The results of the research indicate that children with 
special needs experience not only difficulties in entering a 
college or university and following the program of study. 
They are also concerned about various issues associated 
with the learning process such as fatigue, lack of strength 
[2], physical access to infrastructure, negative attitude of 
others [3–5]. 

Conceptual framework. This study emphasizes that 
disabled people’s visible participation in social processes 
is seen as the criterion of the realization of equal opportu-
nities [6]. The authors draw on the following principles 
for building the working life of people, models of career 
support – “constructing of a career” following 
M.L. Savickas, L. Nota, J. Rossier: 1) accounting for op-

portunities in accordance with current circumstances (“con-
textual” element); 2) dynamic (not static) monitoring and 
supporting process; 3) expecting to make some progress at 
each stage; 4) considering and comparing many perspec-
tives; 5) modeling individual trajectories [1]. 

The authors also take into account extensive existing 
research on methods of career support, counseling and 
vocational guidance: studies of specialists from recog-
nized centers of career construction research in France 
(Paris), Switzerland (Lausanne), Italy (Padua), USA 
(Ohio), Portugal (Lisbon), Belgium (Brussels), Holland 
(Amsterdam) [Ibid.]. 

In the theory of career construction, the key element is 
the model of reasoning, which a person with disabilities 
adopts as a model of his or her professional behavior, 
which is realized during his or her life cycle. The authors 
report on the research findings, which suggest that activi-
ties aimed at developing communication skills and physi-
cal training in preparation for study in higher education 
are amongst the most effective inclusion mechanisms. 
This is seen as the main task of programs for the adapta-
tion of schoolchildren to studying in the system of profes-
sional and vocational education, to the transition from 
school to college (university). 

Research methods. In order to present the current re-
search findings in the framework of existing body of 
knowledge, the authors accessed official statistics pre-
sented on official websites and information resources as-
sociated with disability issues in Russia. 

In Russia, there were several studies on the problem of 
disabled people in the system of higher education since the 
90's. For example, in 2002–2003, a group of sociologists of 
Saratov State Technical University with the support of the 
Ford Foundation and the Independent Institute of Social 
Policy (E.V. Belozerova, D.V. Zaitsev, G.G. Karpova, 
E.K. Naberushkina, P.V. Romanov, A.A. Chernetskaya, 
E.R. Yarskaya-Smirnova (principal investigator) conducted 
a study titled “Accessibility of Higher Education for Disa-
bled People” [7–9] (Leading organization: Center for So-
cial Policy and Gender Studies). 

In 2002–2004, a team of researchers carried out the 
project titled “Analysis of Accessibility of Higher Educa-
tion for Socially Vulnerable Groups”, and its research 
findings were published in the collection of articles of the 
Independent Institute for Social Policy [10]. The articles 
contain information on the differences in the opportunities 
for higher education access for different social groups, 
including children with disabilities.  
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In April–June 2008, a large-scale sociological study of 
the problems of disability and rehabilitation of disabled 
people was carried out within the framework of the pro-
ject “System of Rehabilitation Services for People with 
Disabilities in the Russian Federation” (Kostroma, Mos-
cow, Saratov regions and St. Petersburg). The project of 
this scale and scope was conducted for the first time in 
Russia. It involved a large number of Russian and Euro-
pean experts, renowned specialists in sociology, rehabili-
tation and social policy, from Oxford and Exeter Univer-
sities (Great Britain), St. Petersburg State University, and 
Moscow Institute of Medical and Social Rehabilitation, 
Center for Social Policy and Gender Studies (Saratov, 
Russia). In the course of the study, researchers obtained 
data that present a real assessment of the situation of disa-
bled people in the Russian Federation. It contributed to 
the improvement of the state social policy with regard to 
disabled people and provided grounds for working out 
concrete measures aimed at increasing the effectiveness 
of integrated rehabilitation and social integration of disa-
bled people. This research made it possible to determine 
the parameters of teachers’ readiness to accept students 
with disabilities and able-bodied students’ readiness to 
accept disabled peers. Moreover, it was possible to evalu-
ate the existing level of development of the environment 
accessibility and consider the range of professions, which 
people with disabilities mostly choose to pursue, and also 
the measures by means of which universities create op-
portunities for disabled people’s access to higher educa-
tion [11]. 

This article introduces the project titled “Physical, So-
cial, and Psychological Adaptation of Children with Disa-
bilities to Vocational Training” conducted at Tomsk Poly-
technic University (Russia). The researchers used an in-
terdisciplinary approach as a research strategy – this 
makes such a project unique. Colleagues of the Depart-
ment of Physical Culture (principal investigator Professor 
L. Kapilevich) examined the specificity of motor move-
ment of 100 Tomsk schoolchildren of 8th, 9th and 10th 
grades with various forms of disability (mainly with cere-
bral palsy). This allowed Kapilevich’s research team to 
assess the overall motor processes of students’ locomo-
tion. During the assessment, the electronic platform regis-
tered at what angle a person makes a step, special sensors 
evaluated the movements of his or her arms and legs, 
traced the pattern of imbalance, the electrodes fixed the 
work of the muscles and the ways of walking. For this 
study, children with significant but not critical disorders 
were selected and included those who had impairments of 
the motor apparatus and severely impaired vision.  

Simultaneously, researchers from the department of So-
cial Communications of Tomsk Polytechnic University 
(principal investigator Professor N. Lukianova) conducted a 
survey of these schoolchildren’s views on inclusive educa-
tion. Their parents and experts in the field of inclusive educa-
tion were also included in the study. The first study was con-
ducted as a formalized questionnaire survey of Tomsk sec-
ondary school students (9th–11th grades) with disabilities. 
This was a mass survey of the social community of Tomsk 
schoolchildren, who have various disabilities.  

As part of the second study, which was conducted 
simultaneously with the first one, children’s parents 

(guardians) were also interviewed using formalized ques-
tionnaires, correlating on their questions with the ques-
tionnaires for children. A total of 70 observation units 
were analyzed. Of these, 39% were girls and 61% were 
boys. The second study involved 60 parents of disabled 
children. Of these, 94.8% were parents of children with 
disabilities, 2 guardians (3.4%) and one respondent 
(1.7%) was “another relative”. The purpose of the study 
of the first two surveys was to understand how children 
planned to continue their education and what the main 
obstacle in planning their professional career (in the pro-
cess of choosing a college or university) was. The re-
searchers also set a task to analyze what the reason for the 
refusal to pursue professional education was and what 
future obstacles those who are ready to become a student, 
envisage in the future. 

The third study involved questioning experts – teach-
ers, organizers of the educational process, education psy-
chologists, whose work is directly connected with the 
teaching of students with disabilities in the system of in-
clusive vocational and professional education. A total of 
34 experts (38% men and 62% women) took part in the 
survey. Seventeen people work as teachers directly with 
students with disabilities. All the data were analyzed 
within the framework of the contextual approach, based 
on Savikas’ theory of professional career development. 
The theory describes cognitive and interpersonal process-
es that give meaning and direction to individual profes-
sional choice [12]. The researchers also studied official 
reports containing information about the problems which 
people with disabilities face when pursuing professional 
education and later on when building a career. 

Results of the study. The analysis of the obstacles 
that children with special needs from the upper grades and 
their parents see on the way to vocational and profession-
al education in the course of the transition from school to 
college or university, allowed the research teams to con-
clude the following. 

1. The study conducted by Professor Kapilevich’s re-
search group revealed a clear relationship between the 
level of confidence in children’s motor movement and the 
level of confidence in social communication. Studies of 
the physical abilities of schoolchildren revealed that chil-
dren with the same diagnosis and health condition can 
significantly differ in their level of adaptation to social 
reality. Whilst one child can move independently and is 
not afraid to go for a walk with his or her peers, another 
child considers himself or herself disabled and prefers to 
stay at home. Consequently, the former is ready to con-
tinue his or her professional education, as he or she has a 
positive experience of social communication, and the lat-
ter fears to consider further and higher education options.  

2. Sociological studies demonstrate that disabled chil-
dren’s social communication skills and the level of career 
guidance they receive depend largely on the parents. Stu-
dents with disabilities were asked how they obtained in-
formation about professional and vocational education. 
Respondents were not limited in the number of selected 
answers, and the hierarchy of answers looked like this 
(the answers ranged from the ones that received the larg-
est number of selections to the lowest): “From parents” – 
61%; “I independently search the Internet” – 60%; “From 
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friends, classmates” – 36%; “From social workers” – 
10%. According to the spread of the responses, both par-
ents and school help children with disabilities to deter-
mine their professional choices. Children themselves are 
also proactive in finding information. However, the re-
sponses also reveal that there is a lack of information in 
understanding what their career can be specifically. This 
can be explained by the fact that career guidance in 
schools is aimed at able-bodied children – the majority. 

Our respondents study in mainstream classes and they 
need the filtering of the information flow presented to 
potential applicants. When asked whether they are suffi-
ciently informed about the professional education no re-
spondents selected the answers “I do not need infor-
mation” or “There is absolutely no information”. The 
largest percentage of respondents answered “yes, quite” – 
49%; “I already know a lot, but I would like even more” – 
31% and 20% chose the answer “I have very little infor-
mation on what kind of professional education I could 
get”. The respondents were obviously interested in receiv-
ing information about opportunities for obtaining a pro-
fessional education, but at least 51% of this need was not 
fulfilled. As emphasized in the study conducted at the 
Monitoring Laboratory of Moscow City Psychological 
and Pedagogical University, “Weak awareness of inclu-
sive education remains a major barrier to its implementa-
tion” [13]. 

Young people’s evident orientation to continue voca-
tional and professional education is partly the result of 
their parents’ influence. 27.6% of parents reported that 
their children were going to pursue a course in secondary 
vocational education, 70.7% of parents reported that their 
children were going to pursue a course in higher educa-
tion, 1.7% responded that the child had not yet made his 
or her decision. When asked who made the decision re-
garding further education plans, the majority (76%) said 
that the decision was made jointly; 21% of parents re-
sponded that this was primarily the decision of the child 
himself or herself, and 3% responded that the child con-
sidered the parents’ opinion.  

3. Another issue concerned various barriers to voca-
tional and professional education. The question was 
“What do you think, for people with health restrictions, 
what can be the most difficult in obtaining a professional 
education? (Choose the most important obstacles and no 
more than 3). Respondents could choose the following 
answers: “I do not see any special difficulties”; “Fatigue, 
lack of strength”; “It is physically very difficult to get to 
the place of study”; “Negative attitude of others”. 

The following results were obtained. If we talk in gen-
eral about the entire group of respondents (regardless of 
nosology), the greatest difficulty for them was “fatigue, 
lack of energy” – 67%. The second most popular answer 
was “I do not see any special difficulties” – 37% and “the 
negative attitude of others” (31%) was the third. Un-
doubtedly, there were differences in responses depending 
on the nosology and severity of the child’s condition. In 
general, parents see the same obstacles in obtaining a vo-
cational and professional education as their children. The 
three leading answers were as follows. The greatest diffi-
culty for both parents and their children was “fatigue, lack 
of strength” – 53%. The second most popular answer for 

both groups was “I do not see any special difficulties” – 
41%, but financial difficulties was the third answer as far 
as parents were concerned (36%) and “negative attitude of 
others” in the children’s responses (31%).  

Here we return to the problem, which was mentioned 
in connection with the first result of the study. Fatigue, 
lack of energy is a major obstacle standing in the way of 
the acquisition of professional and vocational education. 
This can be considered the first obstacle in the construc-
tion of a career. Sociological research confirms the con-
clusion that in matters of designing a career for children 
with special needs, more attention should be given to 
physical training. This is an important factor that affects 
the child’s prospects of future professional education, and 
the parents’ attitude is important here.  

The researchers found consequential differences in 
parents’ approach to their children’s physical adaptation 
to the environment. One child could be taken everywhere 
with parents, taught to move independently, encouraged 
not to be afraid of difficulties, to communicate with his or 
her classmates, even if he or she does not play active 
games with them. Another child with the same diagnosis 
could be fully cared for by his or her parents, not allowed 
to go out, with the parents taking care of his or her health 
to the point of overdoing it. 

In Russia, very few researchers link psychomotor dis-
orders and the specific features of the social organization 
of life. R.V. Rogova stresses that the motor-muscle sensa-
tions form the basis of cognition of the surrounding reali-
ty [14]. V.S. Dmitriev asserts that motor skills training 
and improving stamina constitute one of the components 
of a socially significant future result, including hopes, 
attitudes and activities – flexible adjustment to the real 
capabilities of the individual [15].  

Communication theorist N. Bar-Am [16] links com-
munication with physical orientation in an environment 
and adaptation to it and argues that people’s spatial posi-
tions – and movements – in relation to one another and to 
the societal whole affect and determine the nature of their 
situational communication. A confidently moving person 
will feel confident about communicating with others and 
will be more willing to integrate into peer groups. Thus, it 
could be suggested that it is necessary to include elements 
of physical adaptation into career construction programs 
as the latter has an integrative social function. 

The second barrier standing in the way of the pro-
cess of obtaining professional and vocational education 
was this: “It is physically very difficult to get to school” 
as indicated by our respondents. At present, in the Rus-
sian Federation, only 10 percent of universities provide 
not only architectural but, first and foremost, educational 
and methodological accessibility of higher education for 
disabled students, demonstrating a proper level of profes-
sional and pedagogical competence of the teaching staff.  

Not surprisingly, these higher educational institutions 
become centers of attraction for disabled young people 
and accumulate the largest number of disabled students. 
In addition, in Russia, only 21 universities, according to 
monitoring, have the opportunity to train people with dis-
abilities of any nosology [17]. At present, a network of 
resource (support) centers in federal districts is being cre-
ated in Russia on the basis of higher education institu-
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tions, which have considerable experience of working 
with students with disabilities of various nosologies. 
These local centers are coordinated from a single center. 
Since not all universities can create a comprehensive sys-
tem of inclusion because of limited funding, such a net-
work is supposed to solve accessibility problems in the 
higher education system. 

The researchers note that the significance of a given 
barrier preventing inclusion depends not only on objective 
reasons (for example, such as the inability to move around 
the city in a wheelchair) but also on the subjective atti-
tudes of the person with a disability, which was men-
tioned earlier. In this respect, the research team concluded 
that adaptation and career design programs should include 
a set of physical exercises that will not only improve the 
person’s physical condition, but also help the student gain 
greater confidence in himself or herself. 

It has also been suggested that the solution to the issue 
of physical accessibility of educational facilities can be 
partly solved through the project collaboration that in-
volves various groups of students. Moreover, the over-
coming of this barrier would be closely connected with 
the overcoming of another barrier, indicated by our re-
spondents as the third most important obstacle – the neg-
ative, hostile attitude of others. As was mentioned earli-
er, this was the third most popular answer as 31% of re-
spondents answered like this. Romanov and Yarskaya-
Smirnova [8] emphasize that barriers are not in them-
selves specific features of someone’s appearance, com-
munication or movement patterns, but are results of the 
lack of public participation, which exacerbate social ine-
quality between people. The authors of the article argue 
that one of the ways to overcome the first and second bar-
riers could be the involvement of team project work of 
school and university students. 

In line with this suggestion, Lukianova directed a pro-
ject in autumn 2016, at Tomsk Polytechnic University 
whereby a team of students studying industrial design 
completed a portfolio consisting of the results of monitor-
ing and assessment of the level of accessibility of the ar-
chitectural environment on campus for students with dis-
abilities. The portfolio included an interactive map of the 
campus. 

The main objectives of this team student project were 
formulated as follows. Students had to analyze official 
documents that define norms and rules for assessing ac-
cessibility and regulate legal relations in the area of re-
search. Moreover, they had to develop methodological 
recommendations for assessing the state of accessibility 
of a user-friendly social environment inside the campus 
and identify barriers to accessibility on campus for people 
with disabilities specifically including students with disa-
bilities. 

Thirteen objects (educational buildings) were chosen 
for the project. The students had to survey areas around 
the buildings in order to assess their accessibility and to 
identify the most convenient routes between buildings 
that have auditoriums adapted for the use by students with 
disabilities. The complexity of the project was due to the 
fact that the Tomsk Polytechnic University campus is 
spread across the city; therefore, the university may not 
always independently remove barriers that stand in the 

way of someone moving from one university building to 
another. The students, under the guidance of certified 
experts in assessing the accessibility of the architectural 
environment (teachers of the Department of Industrial 
Design V.Y. Radchenko and E.M. Davydova), conducted 
the necessary measurements, took photographs. The work 
was carried out with the direct participation of students 
with disabilities (wheelchair users and visually impaired 
people), as mixed working groups were formed [18]. 

On the one hand, this approach allowed future engi-
neers to see the existing problems for students with disa-
bilities in real life as part of their learning process; on the 
other, joint work on a team student project was an effec-
tive tool for integrating students with disabilities into the 
process of education. 

Drawing on the experience of implementing this stu-
dent project, the researchers involved in the project argue 
that such a barrier as the negative attitude towards disa-
bled people is not presented as obvious hostility or ag-
gression. The researchers interpret this problem in two 
ways. As far as they are concerned, on the one hand, the 
problem lies in the way society perceives disabled people. 

For example, an article describing this project refers to 
the following real life situation: “While a person on 
crutches is struggling to get out of the bus, half of the 
passengers prefer to turn away demonstratively and the 
other half rushes to help no less demonstratively. Mean-
while, both approaches are incorrect, as they force people 
with disabilities to feel uncomfortable, as a result of 
which many of them prefer not to leave their apartment if 
they can help it” [19]. 

So, the first position reflects the way able-bodied peo-
ple view disabled members of society. Here are the results 
of a sociological survey (2015), which correlates with the 
research of our working group, as it examined the way 
young people under 25 perceive wheelchair users in so-
ciety. The results of the study are described in the article 
by M.V. Shimolina [20]. Anonymous questioning and 
interviews were chosen as research methods. The ques-
tionnaires consisted of 25 questions. A total of 122 stu-
dents were interviewed, with 62 respondents representing 
humanitarian courses and 60 students representing tech-
nical courses. 

The results concerning the question of whether young 
people feel uncomfortable when meeting wheelchair users 
were encouraging: 36.8% answered that they did not feel 
uncomfortable when meeting with wheelchair users; 49% 
answered ‘sometimes’ and only 13.9% responded af-
firmatively. This makes the researchers suggest that an 
increasing number of young people in Russia accept 
wheelchair users as members of society. The author of the 
article concludes that “the prevailing percentage of young 
people fully supports the activity of wheelchair users in 
the society as it [activity] has been gaining momentum 
over the past five years” [20]. 

It is worth noting that the perception of disability 
largely depends on public policy, on how often images 
that emphasize equal (not special) position of disabled 
people appear on television, in advertising and so on. For 
example, a positive attitude in society towards people 
with disabilities appeared after watching the television 
series “Ironside” (1967–1975), where Raymond Burr 
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played the role of a detective in a wheelchair. The viewers 
of the series noted that they did not notice the “disability” 
of the protagonist because it had no significance in the 
narrative [21]. 

On the other hand, researchers note that the perception 
of disability in society is a two-way process. It can consist 
of discriminatory and/or negative emotional reactions to 
the presence of a disabled person (curiosity, mockery, 
awkwardness, guilt, excessive care, fear, etc.) combined 
with the frustrating emotions of the disabled person (self-
pity, negative feelings towards others, the desire to blame 
someone else for their disability, desire for isolation). 
This combination prevents people with disabilities from 
integrating into a wider society. Today, Russian society is 
actively working to change this situation. These efforts 
include e.g. the creation of social advertising in the series 
“The City of Equal Opportunities” and the films “Love 
with Restrictions” (2016), documentaries etc. 

Following the research findings described earlier, we 
presented three main barriers that the respondents identi-
fied, answering the question about their vision of their pro-
fessional future: fear of fatigue and lack of strength; lack of 
physical accessibility of the infrastructure and fear of other 
people’s negative attitude. As the research findings indi-
cate, all three barriers are closely related and the work to-
wards removing them requires career support programs 
involving multiple approaches to concrete situations. 

It is important to draw on existing achievements as in 
many developed countries methods of career support 
which involve counseling and career guidance have al-
ready been developed in accordance with the five princi-
ples of career support model (see above). 

Social inclusion programs are being introduced both 
in old and new member countries of the European Union, 
and they are subject to mutual evaluation by experts from 
at least six countries. Among the programs that are being 

assessed, there are those that are aimed at people with 
disabilities, migrants, ethnic minorities, socially vulnera-
ble groups of women and children, as they focus on em-
ployment, social services, health care, and education. 

The inclusion programs, aimed at achieving tangible 
effects, focus mainly on promoting active social inclusion 
understood as the participation of different stakeholders in 
diverse social processes. The creation of such programs 
seems relevant and effective and in principle could be 
adapted for use in the Russian Federation, provided that it 
is created and supervised by working groups of independ-
ent experts with appropriate qualifications. 

It can be argued that adaptation programs focusing on 
the transition from general education to professional and 
vocational education should take into account that disabil-
ity is the result of the interaction between people and the 
environment in which they live [22]. 

The ultimate goal of our ongoing research is to define 
parameters for a theoretical foundation, which can be 
used to create effective government policies, aimed at 
facilitating and regulating inclusive education in further 
and higher education institutions. 

Following the newly developed Manifesto for Inclu-
sion (www.unipd.it/counseling-and-support2017/en/ 
mani-festo), which promotes the renewed sense of so-
cial responsibility towards vulnerable citizens, we sug-
gest that the work towards removing barriers prevent-
ing inclusion in education should involve the following 
principles: awareness of concrete inequalities and in-
adequacies in educational processes and willingness to 
promote more inclusive conditions; openly promoting 
and publicizing various stakeholders’ commitments to 
inclusion which are relevant in their daily work con-
text; monitoring results that have been achieved in the 
course of following the realization of one’s expressed 
commitments. 
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