
International Journal of Educational Development 93 (2022) 102647

Available online 16 July 2022
0738-0593/© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Inclusion at university, transition to employment and employability of 
graduates with disabilities: A systematic review☆ 

Anabel Moriña *,1, Gilda Biagiotti 2 

Department of Teaching and Educational Organization, Faculty of Education, Universidad de Sevilla, C/ Pirotecnia, s/n, 41013 Sevilla, Spain   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Graduates with disabilities 
Higher education 
Inclusive university 
Transition to employment 
Labour market insertion 
Systematic review 

A B S T R A C T   

This systematic review explores what has been studied about graduates with disabilities and their academic 
university and work experience. In the study, 18 articles were analysed and the voices of a total of 664 graduates 
with disabilities from different international contexts were considered. The results were organised around the 
research questions that guided the review: the characteristics of the studies in terms of country, participant 
profile, methodology, and the topics investigated on graduates and higher education (university inclusion, 
transition to employment and labour market insertion). This systematic review shows that there are a number of 
factors that enable graduates to continue and successfully complete their studies and facilitate their integration 
into the world of work. The conclusions show the important role that universities play in helping graduates to 
face the barriers they encounter in their academic careers. Furthermore, they claim to guide and prepare 
graduates with disabilities during their professional experiences.   

1. Introduction 

In recent years, universities have faced the challenge of moving to
ward inclusion and promoting a transformation of teaching practices. 
The policies and strategies adopted are resulting on an increasing 
number of students with disabilities accessing the university (Carballo 
et al., 2021; Villouta and Villarreal, 2022). However, in addition to 
access, it is necessary to facilitate permanence and promote the success 
of students with disabilities, their participation into the inclusive com
munity, their graduation and their integration into the labour market. 

In Spain, the number of students entering the university system is 
higher than the European Union average, although the university 
dropout rate is double the EU average (European Commission, 2018). 
Therefore, in recent years, universities have tried to respond to the needs 
of their students by offering services and tools to ensure the success of 
persons with disabilities in their university careers and to facilitate the 
transition to working life. 

International reports, such as the UNESCO (2020), denounce that 
people with disabilities are less than half as likely to be employed as 

people without disabilities. Specifically in Spain, in 2018, the last year 
for which official data are available (INE, 2020), their activity rate was 
34.5%, which is more than 43 points lower than that of the non-disabled 
population. The unemployment rate was more than 10 points higher 
than that of the non-disabled population (25.2% compared to 15.1%). 

These data are revealing and show that, despite the progress made in 
access to higher education and the effort to develop strategies to pro
mote integration into the world of work, inequality continues to exist. 
However, there is evidence to support that the greater the education 
level of a person, the better the job opportunities he/she will have 
(Moriña, 2017). Therefore, accessing and graduating from university 
can be an opportunity for persons with disabilities to improve their lives, 
empower themselves, obtain employment and enjoy an independent life 
(Rodríguez et al., 2021). 

Therefore, the purpose of this systematic review was to analyse what 
has been studied on graduates with disabilities. The aim was, on the one 
hand, to investigate the factors that have influenced their academic 
trajectories and have enabled them to successfully complete their 
studies. On the other hand, the present study delved into issues related 
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to employment, addressing the challenges faced by graduates with dis
abilities in their transition and integration into the world of work. 

2. A university of all and for all 

Moving toward an inclusive university requires transformations and 
alternatives to the services that are currently offered. Therefore, 
educational institutions must offer resources, personalised support and 
equal learning opportunities for all students (Ho Mok and Marginson, 
2021; Krumpelman and Hord, 2021; López-Gavira et al., 2021). Persons 
with disabilities are a particularly vulnerable group, as throughout their 
life trajectories they have had to overcome a series of obstacles that have 
led them to invest more time and effort to achieve their goals (Mullins 
and Preyde, 2013). Indeed, more and more voices of students are calling 
for a learning context in which everyone can learn, participate and 
belong (Carballo et al., 2022; Shpigelman et al., 2021; 
Taneja-Johansson, 2021). However, the international literature high
lights that both barriers and supports can be found at university. This 
shows that there is still a long way to go before inclusive education 
becomes a reality (Moriña et al., 2020). 

In fact, despite the advances that have been made, university stu
dents with disabilities identify barriers in their university careers, such 
as: lack of faculty training, insufficiently adapted curricula, teaching 
materials and inaccessible infrastructures (Batchelor et al., 2020; 
Edwards et al., 2022). 

However, personal and contextual factors have also been found to 
contribute to the retention and academic success of students with dis
abilities (Moriña and Biagiotti, 2021). Among the personal factors, most 
studies identify self-determination, self-advocacy, self-awareness, self-
discipline, self-esteem and executive functions (Gow et al., 2020). In 
terms of external factors, graduates with disabilities recognise family 
and friends as fundamental support (Russak and Hellwing, 2019). In 
addition, at university, administrative staff and faculty are key to suc
cess, providing support and guidance to students during their studies 
(Biggeri et al., 2020). 

2.1. Universities: Key pieces to the transition to employment 

In recent years, universities are under great pressure to demonstrate 
the ability and potential of their graduates to find a job (Andrewartha 
and Harvey, 2017). In the specific case of disability, university in
stitutions try to address this issue by offering disability services, 
curricular internships and reference figures to guide and accompany 
students during their internships (Pillay et al., 2021). The aim is to bring 
students closer to the world of work, which requires establishing strong 
links between the university and the surrounding companies. 

Therefore, in the academic context, there has been an increase in 
programmes to promote the integration of persons with disabilities into 
the labour market (Gatto et al., 2021). In this sense, the aim is to provide 
students with useful resources to successfully overcome the obstacles 
they may find in the world of work. 

In addition to the advances that are intended to be achieved by of
fering programmes for labour market integration, the study by Markel 
and Barclay (2009) underlines the importance of increasing the partic
ipation of graduates with disabilities in the labour market, promoting a 
network of collaboration between universities and companies. This 
collaboration would consist in jointly planning the work and organising, 
on the one hand, the specific training of company employees and, on the 
other hand, the university-company-student triangulation. The latter 
would include the management of links with disability services and 
provide ongoing support for the recruitment of persons with disabilities 
and job coaches available to students. The study by Brendle et al. (2019) 
notes that some companies have offered these professionals, so that 
students with disabilities could receive support and training on the tasks 
to be carried out at work placements. With these measures, graduates 
with disabilities would be much more likely to be employed (Jurado and 

Soler, 2016). 

2.2. The integration of people with disabilities into the labour market: a 
pending task 

When it comes to finding employment, people with disabilities face a 
series of obstacles. Firstly, there are architectural barriers that, in some 
cases, prevent access at work (e.g., lack of lifts, parking spaces and ac
cess doors that are too small) (Vornholt et al., 2018). Secondly, there are 
attitudinal barriers, due to a lack of empathy and interest toward the 
needs of learners with disabilities (Henly and Brucker, 2020). The 
negative attitude of companies and employers hinders the social and 
professional integration of graduates in the work environment (Vincent, 
2020). Thus, in order to remove this barrier, it is necessary to invest 
many hours in the training of companies, with the aim of eradicating the 
prevailing stereotypes and prejudices that dominate society (Vornholt 
et al., 2018). 

However, Russak and Hellwing (2015) stated that inequalities in 
work experiences differ significantly depending on the individual’s 
educational background. In the mentioned study, the graduates, 
throughout their university trajectories, worked on aspects that were 
fundamental in the work placements, such as determination and ability 
to cope with problematic situations, proactivity and the search for 
effective strategies for their disability. Therefore, despite the fact that 
the degree obtained may increase the probability of finding employ
ment, university education also favours the growth and development of 
the whole person. In fact, international literature has consistently shown 
that university education has positive effects on success, employment 
status and job satisfaction (Russak and Hellwing, 2015). 

Finally, another aspect to consider in relation to employment is that, 
despite the barriers that people with disabilities could face, it is 
important to remember that finding a job is crucial for achieving inde
pendent living and participation in the community (Ellenkamp et al., 
2016). Furthermore, it is also a determining factor for their personal 
fulfilment, providing them with confidence and satisfaction (Laborda 
et al., 2021). 

3. Method 

This systematic review, covering the last 10 years, explores what has 
been studied about graduates with disabilities in terms of their univer
sity academic and professional careers. Specifically, this seeks to answer 
two research questions: 

1. What are the characteristics of the studies in terms of country, 
profile of participants and methodology? 

2. What has been researched on graduates with disabilities in rela
tion to their academic and professional experiences? 

In order to ensure the quality of the systematic review, the literature 
search was based on the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Re
views and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) statement (Moher et al., 2009) 
(Fig. 1). 

3.1. Location and selection 

The databases consulted were ERIC, Scopus and JCR. These are 
characterised as viable, reliable and internationally known. The key
words used for the search were "graduate" and "disability" and "higher 
education or university or college or postsecondary". Specifically, four 
combinations were used in the search: 1) "graduate" and "disability" and 
"higher education"; 2) "graduate" and "disability" and "university"; 3) 
"graduate" and "disability" and "college"; and 4) "graduate" and 
"disability" and "postsecondary". 

The search and first reading of the articles in the three databases. To 
ensure the validity of this work and to avoid selection bias, all articles 
were first reviewed individually, and then the analysis was shared and 
compared by the two authors of the article. In addition, the inclusion or 
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exclusion of the studies to be included in the systematic review was 
discussed. 

In the first phase, the title and abstract were reviewed and a first 
table was drawn up to help organise the selected articles by descriptor 
and database. The first search identified 1113 potential publications in 
the three databases. All abstracts were read and, based on them, 72 
studies were pre-selected. In this first phase 1041 articles were excluded 
for the following reasons: duplicates in other databases; publications not 
written in English; sample with a wide diversity of participants, not only 
people with disabilities; articles that focused only on non-disabled 
graduates; theoretical papers; sample before 2012; papers that were 
not articles and off topic. The next step was to read these articles in 
detail and only those that met the inclusion and exclusion criteria were 
selected, i.e., a total of 25 articles. The remaining 47 were excluded for 
the following reasons: general results in which the results linked to 
people with disabilities are not differentiated; sample with a wide di
versity of participants, not only people with disabilities; sample before 
2012 and theoretical articles. Finally, they were re-read and 18 papers 
were included for analysis. Four were excluded because the sample 
focused on students and not on graduates, and the other three were 
removed because there was a diversity of participants and it was not 
possible to appreciate the part of the findings related to graduates with 
disabilities. 

3.2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Different search criteria were established to select the articles. The 
inclusion criteria were as follows: 1) primary research articles; 2) peer- 
reviewed studies; 3) articles published in English; 4) university gradu
ates with disabilities; 5) time restriction limited to the last 10 years; and 
6) study sample between 2012 and 2021. On the other hand, the 
exclusion criteria were: 1) other scientific publications such as books, 
chapters, conference papers, and systematic and theoretical reviews; 
and 2) sample with a wide diversity of participants, not only people with 

disabilities, and very general results in which the results linked to people 
with disabilities are not differentiated. 

3.3. Data extraction and analysis 

For data extraction and analysis, a system of categories and codes 
was generated to assist in the cross-sectional analysis of the studies. This 
allowed the review of the publications to be systematised and facilitated 
the comparison between the publications, thus allowing differences and 
similarities to be identified and examined. The theoretical model of data 
analysis on which we based our analysis was that of Miles and Huber
man (1984). 

Firstly, a table was drawn up, in which, for each of the articles, the 
research objectives, sample (number, type of disability, field of study), 
country, methodology and results were specified (see Appendix). This 
allowed for a detailed analysis and comparison of the publications to 
identify common themes. Secondly, a system of categories and codes 
was developed to analyse descriptive and thematic data for each paper 
(Table 1). The different headings that appear in the findings section have 
been created from the following system of categories and codes. 

4. Findings 

4.1. What are the characteristics of the studies in terms of country, 
participant profile and methodology? 

Most of the research was conducted in the United States. Specifically, 
six studies were carried out in the USA (35%), three in Ghana (17%) and 
three in UK (17%), two in Canada (11%), one in Israel (5%), one in 
Cambodia (5%), one in Ireland (5%) and finally one study involved four 
countries (Finland, France, the Netherlands and the UK) (5%). 

The different contexts of the countries in which the studies have been 
carried out may influence research on these topics. For instance, in the 
case of the United States, which is the country in which most research 

Fig. 1. Flowchart of the systematic review process.  
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has been done on graduates with disabilities, culturally, there is an in
terest in researching this topic considering that a very high percentage of 
people with disabilities gain access to universities (Damiani et al., 
2015). With regard to the UK, research on mental health and the tran
sition to the world of employment is a topic of particular interest, which 
is why the study by Cage et al. (2021) addresses it. Whereas, Canada and 
Israel research on that topic because it responds to a demand from so
ciety. Indeed, graduates with disabilities want to train and be inserted 
into the world of employment. In countries such as Finland, France, 
Netherlands, Ireland, there are difficulties in obtaining employment and 

in developing in the world of work, recognising the need that people 
with disabilities may need additional support (Nolan and Gleeson, 
2017). Finally, in the case of Cambodia or Ghana, people with disabil
ities are stigmatised and lots of studies highlight the need for social and 
educational inclusion (Nguon, 2015; Odame et al., 2021a). 

A total of 664 graduates with different types of disabilities partici
pated in the reviewed studies. The majority of the participants, 143 of 
the total 664, were people with learning difficulties, 139 graduates did 
not specify the type of disability, 115 identified themselves as having a 
mental disability, 91 had autistic spectrum disorders, 75 had a physical 
disability, 51 had a visual disability, 20 had multiple disabilities, 15 had 
a hearing disability and 15 had ADHD. 

However, regardless of the type of disability, the students shared and 
recognised common factors and commonalities in their university, 
transition to employment and internship trajectories. 

With regard to the studies undertaken by the graduates, although 
580 graduates did not specify the branch of knowledge studied, the 
analysed works describe that 31 students graduated in Social Sciences, 
17 in Economics, 16 in Art and History, 13 in Sciences, four in Office 
Automation, two in Health Sciences and one in Geography. 

Finally, regarding the methodology used, of the 18 papers, the ma
jority used a qualitative methodology, with 80% of studies (n = 14), 
compared to 10% which used a quantitative methodology (n = 2) and 
10% which used mixed methods (n = 2). 

4.2. What research has been done on graduates with disabilities in 
relation to their academic and professional careers? 

The analysis carried out showed which factors influence the aca
demic and professional careers of graduates with disabilities. In this 
analysis, three predominant themes were identified in the studies: in
clusion in university, transition to employment and labour market 
insertion. Table 2 includes an analysis showing that there are common 
and cross-cutting factors in the reviewed studies. The most repeated 
codes are: 83% disability and employment services, 83% support, and 
44% visible vs. invisible disability and curricular practices (Table 2). 

4.3. The university generates success and inclusive spaces 

In the reviewed studies, the majority of universities that participated 
in the research were inclusive and, thanks to the resources offered, 
enabled graduates to access and successfully complete their studies. 
Graduates identified a number of factors that enabled them to succeed at 
university, to remain at university and to complete their studies. In the 
works that addressed this issue, university success was defined as a 
complex, multifaceted, subjective and dynamic concept that depended 
on multiple factors (Russak and Hellwing, 2019). Furthermore, the work 
of Huber et al. (2016) and Lizotte (2018) highlighted that graduates 
with disabilities did not always agree on the definition of success or on 
the factors leading to it. While some defined it as a process of 
self-acceptance, recognising disability as a component of self-image 
rather than a limitation, others described it as dependent on external 
factors (Nolan and Gleeson, 2017). 

Some personal skills that had been central to graduates’ academic 
success were self-adaptation and self-advocacy. These referred to the 
work that the students did to advocate for themselves and seek their own 
academic adjustments in order to fully participate in classroom activities 
(Cage et al., 2021; Damiani and Harbour, 2015). In this way, students 
had to learn to advocate for themselves, to defend their rights and 
persevere (Kimball et al., 2016). As for self-awareness and self-efficacy, 
both helped them to understand disability as a component that allowed 
them to prove to themselves and others that they could succeed despite 
their difficulties (Fichten et al., 2016; Kiesel et al., 2018). Finally, 
self-perception and self-management involved discovering what and 
how they should progress at university (Nolan and Gleeson, 2017). 
These skills, developed over the course of the university degree, 

Table 1 
Category and code system.  

CATEGORIES CODES DESCRIPTION 

1. DESCRIPTIVE 
DATA 

1.1 Country United States, Canada, England, 
Ireland, Africa, Asia, United 
Kingdom, Israel. 

1.2 Participants 7,12, 182, 31, 2, 231, 15, 8,59, 6, 
22,15, 14, 27, 4, 13, 8, 8 = 664 

1.3 Type of 
disability 

Mental disability (115) 
Physical disability (75) 
Visual disability (51) 
Hearing impairment (15) 
ADHD (15) 
Autistic spectrum disorders (91) 
Learning disability (143) 
Multiple (20) 
Unspecified (139) 

1.4 Field of study Social Sciences 31 
Economics 17 
Art and History 16 
Science 13 
Informatics 4 
Health Sciences 2 
Geography 1 
Unspecified 580 

1.5 Methodology Qualitative 2 
Quantitative 14 
Mixed method 2 

2. INCLUSION 
AT UNIVERSITY 

2.1 Supports Personal (self-advocacy and self- 
management strategies) and 
academic factors (curricular 
adaptations and qualified faculty). 

2.2 Barriers Being disabled; financial 
difficulties; inadequate teaching 
materials; not being independent in 
the learning process; negative 
attitudes of faculty; physical 
barriers. 

3. TRANSITION TO 
EMPLOYMENT 

3.1 Disability and 
employment 
services 

Individualised and personalised 
support to ensure that students with 
disabilities receive equal access and 
employment opportunities. 

3.2 Curricular 
internships 

Experiences of internships carried 
out to facilitate the integration of 
students with disabilities into the 
world of work. 

3.3 Monitors and 
mentors 

Members of the university who 
guide students with a disability 
during their work placement. 

3.4 Training and 
employability 

Needs and interests to continue 
with post-secondary studies in 
order to find new and better jobs. 

4. EMPLOYMENT 
EXPERIENCIES 

4.1 Accessibility Restriction and difficulties in 
accessing workplaces. Rejection in 
seeking employment due to 
attitudes and cultures of 
companies. 

4.2 Sense of 
isolation 

Negative experiences in the 
workplace due to a feeling of 
loneliness and isolation. 

4.3 Visible versus 
invisible disability 

The process of communication by 
which a person discloses, to others, 
some information about themselves 
by accepting their disability.  
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significantly increased students’ confidence in their own knowledge and 
competences. 

All these personal traits substantiated the concept of activism. This 
aspect appeared frequently during the analysis of the articles included in 
the systematic review. The studies by Kimball et al. (2016) and Russak 
and Hellwing (2019) described how activism helped students to advo
cate for themselves and others, and led to the dismantling of stereotypes 
and prejudices about disability. 

In addition to these internal factors, for a university to be inclusive, it 
had to offer services, individualised accommodations and qualified 
faculty in order to meet the needs of students (Cage et al., 2021; Odame 
et al., 2021a). Studies by Huber et al. (2016) and Remington and Pel
licano (2019) identified the most advantageous academic accommoda
tions: extra time for exams, learning materials in different formats and 
assistive technology. 

While a number of personal factors and institutional opportunities 
for the inclusion of graduates with disabilities were identified, multiple 
barriers that hindered and restricted their participation in university 
were also identified. The first obstacle is related to access and it was 
referred to impediments encountered in the infrastructure (Odame et al., 
2019). The second obstacle pertains to didactic issues and it involved the 
methodologies, assessments and materials used by faculty (Fichten 
et al., 2012). Finally, institutional management barriers referred to 
inaccessible syllabi and difficulties in finding places for internships due 
to the lack of coordination between universities and companies (Odame 
et al., 2021a). 

4.4. Transition from university to the labour market through work 
placements 

Transition to employment was recognised as a key factor for the 
graduates in this study. Although they recognised it as a basic right, they 
agreed that there was no shortage of difficulties encountered (Nolan and 
Gleeson, 2017; Odame et al., 2021a). 

Nolan and Gleeson (2017) highlighted that, in order to provide 
students with disabilities equal access to work and the same level of 
employability as that of their peers, the university must offer 

individualised services and supports. 
They also aimed to plan, together with students, strategies and 

supports to help them to manage their disability in the workplace 
(Odame et al., 2021b). Indeed, to facilitate integration into the world of 
work, university disability services included specific work-focused ac
tivities such as interview practice, CV workshops and conferences with 
company managers (Cage et al., 2021; Pesonen et al., 2021). In addition, 
the study by Huber et al. (2016) mentioned other services that could 
contribute to improving employability and job insertion (job search 
guidance, internships and awareness of disability discrimination 
legislation). 

Most graduates agreed that work experiences, mainly curricular in
ternships, helped them to find a job and empower their working life 
(Pesonen et al., 2021). 

However, the work of Kiesel et al. (2018) and Remington and Pel
licano (2019) provided a different view of the internship experience, as 
some graduates had negative experiences in the workplace. They high
lighted that prejudice, attitudes and company culture negatively influ
enced people with disabilities and lowered their self-esteem and 
self-efficacy. If most graduates had to deal with stereotypes toward 
the concept of diversity, for those who with hearing and visual impair
ment it was even more difficult to find internship placements (Odame 
et al., 2021a). Companies were not prepared to respond to their needs. 
For example, they lacked assistive technologies, such as text-to-speech 
software. This did not allow them to communicate through conven
tional means of communication, which prevented them from establish
ing a collaborative relationship with colleagues (Odame et al., 2021a). 

Key support figures in the reviewed studies were identified as mon
itors and mentors. Both professionals played a role in guiding, tutoring 
and advising students, both in the job search process and in possible 
useful adaptations for their job role (Kiesel et al., 2018). On the one 
hand, the monitor was responsible for the weekly supervision of the 
trainee’s pathway. On the other hand, the mentor supervised the daily 
activities carried out in the internship and ensured that the trainee 
developed useful competences for future employment (Kiesel et al., 
2018). 

In the specific case of hidden disabilities, studies reveal that, despite 

Table 2 
Quantitative analysis of the individual codes.   

Supports Barriers Disability and 
employment services 

Internships Monitors and 
mentors 

Training and 
employability 

Accessibility Isolation Visible versus 
invisible disability 

Cage et al. (2021) X  X  X X    
Damiani and 

Harbour (2015) 
X  X  X X   X 

Fichten et al. (2012) X X X   X    
Fichten et al. (2016) X  X     X  
Frank et al. (2014) X X X    X  X 
Huber et al. (2016) X  X X  X    
Kiesel et al. (2018) X  X X X   X X 
Kim and Williams 

(2012)  
X X   X X  X 

Kimball et al. 
(2016) 

X  X       

Lizotte (2018) X   X     X 
Nolan and Gleeson 

(2017) 
X X X X  X  X X 

Nguon (2015) X        X 
Odame et al. (2019) X X X    X   
Odame et al. 

(2021a)  
X X X   X   

Odame et al. 
(2021b)   

X X      

Pesonen et al. 
(2021) 

X  X X X     

Remington and 
Pellicano (2019) 

X X  X      

Russak and 
Hellwing (2019) 

X  X   X   X 

Total 15 7 15 8 4 7 4 3 8  
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the support offered by universities, students were embarrassed to 
disclose their disability in the workplace. As a result, they preferred to 
renounce the accommodations they needed and let the disability go 
unnoticed (Kiesel et al., 2018). 

Finally, regardless of the type of disability, the uncertainty about the 
future career and the difficulties encountered in the internship experi
ences made students feel the need for further training in order to be 
more likely to be employed (Russak and Hellwing, 2019). Instead of 
entering the world of work and seeking paid employment, graduates 
preferred to continue studying (Fichten et al., 2012). 

4.5. Experiences of integration in the professional world 

An important aspect of employment for people with disabilities was 
the accessibility of workplaces. Therefore, in addition to prejudices and 
stereotypes about the concept of disability, physical barriers and the 
attitude of companies also reduced the possibilities of accessing the 
world of work (Kim and Williams, 2012). Each participant told a story 
that illustrated their difficulty in accessing workplaces and, further
more, many agreed that employers should rethink the culture and ethos 
of the work environment (Nolan and Gleeson, 2017). Indeed, some 
graduates reported that a team approach was lacking and that there was 
a lack of awareness of living and working with persons with disabilities. 
Companies should therefore orient their actions and strategies around 
policies that respect the rights of persons with disabilities. Institutions 
that promoted equality and safeguarded diversity succeeded in creating 
a good environment, so that all staff felt able to express their strengths. 
Companies that implemented disability-inclusive practices were able to 
tap into a wide pool of skills and talents (Cage et al., 2021). 

In the same vein, the work of Odame et al. (2021a) highlighted that 
companies that made space for graduates and in which graduates were 
able to test themselves noted and recognised the effectiveness of the 
services offered by universities. These graduates, who demanded sup
port from the disability offices, showed that they had good analytical 
and time management skills, which were necessary to perform the tasks 
assigned to them in the workplaces. In addition, they demonstrated 
teamwork competencies and a success-oriented mindset. In this sense, 
the graduates showed that they were aware of their disability and did 
not give up in the face of obstacles, struggling to overcome them. 

Despite the efforts made by the graduates in the workplace, in the 
reviewed studies it was recurrently stated that most of the participants 
felt socially discriminated (Kim and Williams, 2012). Therefore, the 
feeling of being alone and having to organise themselves autonomously 
meant that the graduates learned to self-manage and seek reasonable 
adjustments on their own. 

The students’ perception of the workplace climate influenced their 
experiences of integration into the world of work. Feeling involved or 
not in the team altered the students’ predisposition about whether to 
disclose their disability (Nguon, 2015; Kiesel et al., 2018). Thus, while 
people with visible disabilities tended to disclose at the job application 
stage or during an interview, those with invisible disabilities tended to 
disclose their status when they got the job or when it was necessary to do 
so for legal or safety reasons (Damiani and Harbour, 2015; Frank et al., 
2014). Graduates were slow to expose and tell the company that they 
were disabled for fear of being stigmatised and discriminated against by 
co-workers. Despite this, most people decided to do so, as they wanted to 
demonstrate that they had the same skills and abilities as their peers. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

This study shows that further research on graduates with disabilities 
is still needed. While, in recent years, international studies have been 
concerned with analysing the barriers and supports encountered by 
students with disabilities (Moriña and Biagiotti, 2021; Nguon, 2015) or 
inclusive practices and faculty training (Carballo et al., 2021; Frank 
et al., 2014), the analysis of the experiences of graduates with 

disabilities has not received as much attention. In particular, few studies 
have been focused on the transition to employment and labour market 
integration (Cage et al., 2021; Kiesel et al., 2018; Pesonen et al., 2021). 

This systematic review shows a number of challenges that graduates 
with disabilities face in their academic careers and professional expe
riences. Firstly, one of the challenges faced by students with disabilities 
in order to succeed at university is to develop a range of personal 
competences that enable them to cope with the many demands of uni
versity (Nolan and Gleeson, 2017). The study by Kimball et al. (2016), 
for example, highlights the proactive role that students must play in the 
teaching and learning process, in that they must be able to become 
self-advocates and perseverers. Moreover, authors such as Lizotte 
(2018) and Nolan and Gleeson (2017) concluded that self-perception, 
self-awareness, self-efficacy, self-esteem and self-management were 
also fundamental to successfully completing degrees. Thus, in order to 
train students with disabilities in these competences, it would be 
advisable for universities to plan training workshops. 

A second challenge is related to academic factors. Students face the 
challenge of knowing how to ask for help and to cope with the barriers 
they encounter. Universities, in order to respond to the needs and sup
ports requested by students, have disability services and academic ad
justments (Cage et al., 2021). The reviewed studies describe which 
accommodations may be advantageous, such as: materials in different 
formats, extra time for exams, assistive technology and informing fac
ulty members in advance about their students’ needs (Fichten et al., 
2012). However, although they may seem affordable, if faculty members 
are not positive about undertaking them, they can be a major barrier for 
some students (Odame et al., 2019). Therefore, it is important to have 
sensitised, informed and trained faculty members who know how to 
offer tools and strategies that facilitate academic success for all students 
(Huber et al., 2016; Remington and Pellicano, 2019). 

The third challenge is related to the integration of people with dis
abilities into the world of work. Although universities have worked hard 
to improve the transition to employment, there are still elements that 
hinder access for this group. The vast majority of graduates state that, in 
order to become part of a company’s work team, they must feel 
welcomed, accepted and valued (Nolan and Gleeson, 2017; Bellacicco 
and Pavone, 2020). It is clear that graduate engagement depends on the 
attitudes that companies develop toward graduates and the response to 
their needs. 

In this respect, due to the challenges that students face, studies show 
the importance of further education in order to improve employability 
(Russak and Hellwing, 2019). Therefore, another challenge is related to 
the training and employability of students. University institutions 
respond to this demand from students by offering employment services, 
internship hours, mentors and monitors who could follow up students 
(Huber et al., 2016; Odame et al., 2021b, 2021a). 

The last challenge is related to the decision of whether or not to 
disclose disability and, in addition, to try to eliminate discrimination 
toward people with disabilities. As was stated by Kiesel et al. (2018), a 
non-inclusive and prejudice-saturated environment leads to graduates 
being insecure and hesitant about disclosing their disability. They are 
afraid of being judged by co-workers. They want to stand out because of 
their competences and not because of their disability. Therefore, 
collaboration between universities and companies must be strengthened 
so that the institutions where students do their internships are trained 
and predisposed to work with people with disabilities. 

Likewise, graduates reported the need to expose, discuss and 
confront, together with university services, the barriers that may be 
encountered in the workplace, so as not to arrive unprepared (Nolan and 
Gleeson, 2017). 

In conclusion, this work highlights the need to further study the 
trajectories of graduates with disabilities in order to ensure greater in
clusion in the academic and professional world. In this sense, it is 
essential to empower students so that they gain greater control and 
knowledge about themselves and are able to manage obstacles and 
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difficult situations. Graduates learn through their experiences, both 
academically and professionally, to be self-managing, independent and 
self-advocates. As was stated in the study by Kiesel et al. (2018), one of 
the aspects that has most helped graduates to take responsibility and 
develop problem-solving skills is curricular practices. Therefore, the 
university should continue to prioritise these and take care of the tran
sition processes from the academic environment to the world of work 
(Bellacicco and Pavone, 2020). 

Limitations and future research 

This systematic review is not without limitations. Firstly, the search 
in the three databases involved finding a large number of articles with a 
sample that included students and graduates. Therefore, in some cases it 
was difficult to differentiate the results, and thus we had to exclude 
those papers that did not deal exclusively with graduates in their results. 

Another limitation refers to the fact that the reviewed articles were 
mainly international studies carried out in the USA, as these are the ones 
that appeared most frequently in the three databases consulted. There
fore, it would be advisable for other countries to carry out studies on this 
novel research topic. 

Based on the results found, future research should analyse and 
classify the obstacles encountered in the world of work, distinguishing 
them according to the type of disability. If possible, this would provide a 
better understanding of inequalities in the labour market. 

At the same time, it would be useful to continue studying not only the 
way to achieve success and enhance academic performance, but also the 
extent to which other external aspects, such as the support received from 
families and friends, influence the professional development of young 
people with disabilities. 

Finally, this systematic review raises new questions that remain 
unanswered: if resources and strategies are provided for students with 
disabilities to become involved in the world of employment, why is there 
still a difference in job placement rates between people with and without 
disabilities?; do disability type, gender and age influence the transition 
and the job placement process?; would promoting university-employer 
collaboration facilitate the process of uncovering invisible disabil
ities?; what remains to be done to make university and work environ
ments inclusive?; and, what can be done to make universities and 
workplaces more inclusive? 

Author statement 

The authors certify that we have participated equally in the work to 
take public responsibility for the content, including participation in the 
analysis, writing, and revision of the manuscript. 

References  

Andrewartha, L., Harvey, A., 2017. Employability and student equity in higher 
education: the role of university careers services. Aust. J. Career Dev. 26 (2), 71–80. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1038416217718365. 

Batchelor, R., Pitman, E., Sharpington, A., Stock, M., Cage, E., 2020. Student perspectives 
on mental health support and services in the UK. J. Furth. High. Educ. 44 (4), 
483–497. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2019.1579896. 

Bellacicco, R., Pavone, M., 2020. After higher education: exploring the transition to 
employment for graduates with disabilities. Alter 14 (3), 159–174. https://doi.org/ 
10.1016/j.alter.2020.03.002. 

Biggeri, M., Di Masi, D., Bellacicco, R., 2020. Disability and higher education: assessing 
students’ capabilities in two Italian universities using structured focus group 
discussions. Stud. High. Educ. 45 (4), 909–924. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
03075079.2019.1654448. 

Brendle, J.L., Lock, R.H., Smith, L.A., 2019. Quality job indicators for individuals with 
learning disabilities. J. Vocat. Educ. Train. 71 (2), 201–217. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/13636820.2018.1472137. 

Cage, E., James, A.I., Newell, V., Lucas, R., 2021. Expectations and experiences of the 
transition out of university for students with mental health conditions. Eur. J. High. 
Educ. https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2021.1917440. 

Carballo, R., Morgado, B., Cortés-Vega, M.D., 2021. Transforming faculty conceptions of 
disability and inclusive education through a training programme. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 
25 (7), 843–859. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1579874. 

Carballo, R., Molina, V., Cortes-Vega, M.-D., Cabeza-Ruiz, R., 2022. Students with 
disabilities at university: benefits and challenges from the best faculty members’ 
experiences. Eur. J. Spec. Needs Educ. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
08856257.2022.2031104. 

Damiani, M.L., Harbour, W.S., 2015. Being the wizard behind the curtain: teaching 
experiences of graduate teaching assistants with disabilities at U.S. universities. 
Innov. High. Educ. 40 (5), 399–413. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-015-9326-7. 

Edwards, M., Poed, S., Al-Nawab, H., Penna, O., 2022. Academic accommodations for 
university students living with disability and the potential of universal design to 
address their needs. High. Educ. 1–21. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-021-00800- 
w. 

Ellenkamp, J.J.H., Brouwers, E.P.M., Embregts, P.J.C.M., Joosen, M.C.W., Van 
Weeghel, J., 2016. Work environment-related factors in obtaining and maintaining 
work in a competitive employment setting for employees with intellectual disability: 
a systematic review. J. Occup. Rehabil. 26, 56–69. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926- 
015-9586-1. 

European Commission, 2018. Structural indicators on higher education in Europe-2018. 
Publ. Off. Eur. Union. 〈https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/sites/ 
default/files/structural_indicators_2018.pdf〉. 

Fichten, C.S., Jorgensen, S., Havel, A., Barile, M., Ferraro, V., Landry, M., Fiset, D., 
Juhel, J.C., Chwojka, C., Nguyen, M.N., Amsel, R., Asuncion, J., 2012. What happens 
after graduation? outcomes, employment, and recommendations of recent junior/ 
community college graduates with and without disabilities. Disabil. Rehabil. 34 (11), 
917–924. https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2011.626488. 

Fichten, C.S., Nguyen, M.N., Asuncion, J., Martiniello, N., Jorgensen, M., Budd, J., 
Libman, E., 2016. An exploratory study of college and university students with visual 
impairment in canada: grades and graduation. Br. J. Vis. Impair. 34 (1), 91–100. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0264619615616259. 

Frank, H., Maclinden, M., Douglas, G., 2014. Investigating the learning experiences of 
student physiotherapists with visual impairments: an exploratory study. Br. J. Vis. 
Impair. 32 (3), 223–235. https://doi.org/10.1177/0264619614537813. 

Gatto, L.E., Pearce, H., Antonie, L., Plesca, M., 2021. Work integrated learning resources 
for students with disabilities: are post-secondary institutions in Canada supporting 
this demographic to be career ready. High. Educ., Skills Work-Based Learn. 11 (1), 
125–143. https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-08-2019-0106. 

Gow, M.A., Mostert, Y., Dreyer, L., 2020. The promise of equal education not kept: 
specific learning disabilities – the invisible disability’. Afr. J. Disabil. 9 (0), a647. 
https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v9i0.647. 

Henly, M., Brucker, D.L., 2020. More than just lower wages: intrinsic job quality for 
college graduates with disabilities. J. Educ. Work 33 (5–6), 410–424. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/13639080.2020.1842865. 

Ho Mok, K., Marginson, S., 2021. Massification, diversification and internationalisation 
of higher education in China: critical reflections of developments in the last two 
decades. Int. J. Educ. Dev. 84, 102405 https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
ijedudev.2021.102405. 

Huber, M.J., Oswald, G.R., Webb, T., Avila-John, A., 2016. Degree completion and 
employment outcomes among graduates with disabilities. J. Vocat. Rehabil. 45 (3), 
241–247. https://doi.org/10.3233/JVR-160826. 

INE, 2020. El empleo de las personas con discapacidad. Explotación de la Encuesta de 
Población Activa y de la Base Estatal de Personas con Discapacidad [Employment of 
people with disabilities. Exploit. Econ. Act. Popul. Surv. State Database People 
Disabilities INE. 

Jurado, P., Soler, R., 2016. Workers with disabilities in sheltered employment centres: a 
training needs analysis. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 20 (7), 756–769. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
13603116.2015.1111446. 

Kiesel, L.R., DeZelar, S., Lightfoot, E., 2018. Challenges, barriers, and opportunities: 
social workers with disabilities and experiences in field education. J. Soc. Work 
Educ. 54 (4), 696–708. https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2018.1507365. 

Kim, M.M., Williams, B.C., 2012. Lived employment experiences of college students and 
graduates with physical disabilities in the United States. Disabil. Soc. 27 (6), 
837–852. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2012.673081. 

Kimball, E.W., Moore, A., Vaccaro, A., Troiano, P.F., Newman, B.M., 2016. College 
students with disabilities redefine activism: self-advocacy, storytelling, and 
collective action. J. Divers. High. Educ. 9 (3), 245–260. https://doi.org/10.1037/ 
dhe0000031. 

Krumpelman, M.L., Hord, C., 2021. Experiences of young adults with autism without co- 
occurring intellectual disability: a review of the literature. Educ. Train. Autism Dev. 
Disabil. 56 (1), 70–82. 〈https://www.proquest.com/docview/2491978392?accoun 
tid=14744〉. 
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