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Abstract 
This contribution explores the question of the vocational experiences which women with intellec-
tual disabilities have after leaving school. The main part of the contribution contains an analysis of 
three interviews with women with intellectual disabilities about their post-school vocational ori-
entation. The research method applied for the analysis was grounded theory. The results show 
that the three women changed from school directly to a sheltered workshop/occupational therapy 
or to external vocational preparation measures. They were only able to gain work experience on 
the regular labour market in the framework of work placement, which led them to express their 
wish to find employment on the regular labour market. They were successful in their pursuit of 
vocational participation on the regular labour market. However, they perceive the transition from 
school to the regular labour market as a cumbersome vocational orientation process. 
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1. Introduction 
It is the aim of inclusive education to include all children, adolescents and adults equally in inclusive processes 
of education and training within a framework of life long learning (UN Convention, 2006: Art. 24). This aim 
suggests that it is relevant to include post-school processes of vocational education and training in research. In 
this context, it must be analysed which vocational training experiences women and men with intellectual disabi- 
lities have after compulsory education. Empirical studies on women and men with intellectual disabilities repea- 
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tedly point out the particular experiences of discrimination of this target group, which manifests itself first and 
foremost in the scarce vocational training and participation and which affects especially women with intellectual 
disabilities (Lindstrom, Benz, & Doren, 2004; Baer et al., 2011; Fasching, 2012a, 2013a; Powers et al., 2008; 
Römisch, 2011; Schildmann, 2010; Umb-Carlsson & Sonnander, 2006; Winn & Hay, 2009).  

During education and training women with intellectual disabilities already experience manifold barriers in 
pursuing gainful labour. In most cases they find themselves with a very limited range of possibilities of training, 
mostly in the form of apprenticeships completing simple tasks in the service sector (Fasching, 2012b; Lindstrom 
& Benz, 2002; Umb-Carlsson & Sonnander, 2006). Even if women with intellectual disabilities are successful in 
their transition to the labour market, they still end up in the occupational sector which is typically accessed by 
women with intellectual disabilities (Fasching, 2012b; Powers et al., 2008; Umb-Carlsson & Sonnander, 2006). 
As a result of the failure to participate in working life, the target group is often confined to working in their fam-
ily home, and the life areas of work, self-sufficiency and free time are not clearly separated (Römisch, 2011). As 
a result, the persons concerned are particularly affected by exclusion from socially relevant activity processes, 
which is closely related with a lack of possibilities for self-development and self-realisation, as well as with po- 
verty (ILO & Gaik, 1999).  

The two structural categories “sex” and “disability” thus act as indicators of social inequality. Inequality 
which results from aspects of a person’s sex and disability manifests itself particularly in the field of gainful la-
bour, since the valuation and remuneration of the kind of work performed by men and women (in the context of 
gainful labour) differ depending on the person’s sex (Schildmann, 2010): women are discriminated in relation to 
their reproductive work and/or gainful labour; the same can be observed in connection with disability (“disabil-
ity” in the sense of reduced productivity in connection with intellectual impairment). This is because all kinds of 
compensation for reduced productivity received by persons with disabilities “are based on the structures of 
gainful labour and social security of men and neglect the difficulties faced by women” (Schildmann, 2010: p. 
656). This structure affects all areas of society (especially the system of gainful labour and the state, the political 
community and culture, as well as matrimony and family) and all social conditions (state of citizenship, em-
ployment situation, private relationships of the sexes) (Winker & Degele, 2009: p. 19). 

Resulting from the above, in the research field of inclusive education/pedagogics, when considering disability, 
the aspect of the sex of the person should be taken into account and research must take into consideration the en-
tire life span in order to identify social inequality theoretically as well as in terms of methodology (Schildmann, 
2011). It must be the aim of research to systematically explore the effects of social inequalities which are pri-
marily found in the transition period from school to vocational training and employment and which increase the 
risks of exclusion. The contribution at hand analyses experiences in the life history of women with intellectual 
impairments (so-called intellectual disability) in their transition period from school to working life. It is particu-
larly this relevant point in life and age, which is when the transition from school to the system of vocational 
training and employment is made, that is affected by an increase in exclusion mechanisms and/or social ine-
qualities which are, above all, due to the interrelation between the categories of disability and sex.  

2. The Research Project and Initial Results on the Dynamics of Disability and Sex 
An ongoing research project at the Department of Education of the University of Vienna funded by the Austrian 
Science Fund (FWF) over a period of five years (2008-2013, http://vocational-participation.univie.ac.at/) at-
tempts to gather data on the participation experiences of people with an intellectual impairment diagnosis who 
are undergoing the transition from school to working life or who are already participating in working life (Bi- 
ewer, Fasching, & Koenig, 2009). The aim of the research project is to reconstruct objectively identifiable as 
well as subjectively experienced participation in the life history of people with intellectual disability undergoing 
this transition process as well as their participation experiences on the labour market under special consideration 
of institutional preconditions in Austria. The focus of the research project is on capturing the subjective perspec-
tive of the persons concerned by using methods of participative research with intellectually impaired people and 
by working with reference groups in the process of validating qualitative research data (Koenig, 2012).  

For the field of objectively identifiable participation, extensive quantitative as well as various qualitative na-
tion-wide surveys were conducted. The transition process from school to working life in young people with an 
intellectual disability has already been presented in various publications from the parents’ perspective (Fasching, 
2012a, 2013a, 2013b; Fasching & Mursec, 2010), from the teachers’ perspective (Fasching, 2012a; Linhart 

http://vocational-participation.univie.ac.at/


H. Fasching 
 

 
745 

2012), and from the perspective of the collaborators of integration measures in the framework of labour market 
policy (Fasching, 2012b; Fasching & Koenig, 2010). The results from the analysis of objectively identifiable 
participation with reference to the structural data show that the transition from school to vocational training and 
employment is more difficult for women with intellectual disabilities than for men with intellectual disabilities. 
Young women receive less guidance than young men in vocational orientation processes from their parents and 
teachers and fewer young women than young men do work placement during school and after leaving school. 
Furthermore, fewer young women than young men participate in post-school training and qualification measures 
promoting vocational integration on the regular labour market. Instead, the direct transition from school to a 
sheltered workshop or occupational therapy is more common in young women than in young men (Fasching, 
2013a, 2012b; Fasching & Mursec, 2010).  

Summarising the results of the structural data, it can be concluded that especially during the transition from 
school to vocational training and employment the interaction between a person’s sex and disability develops a 
special dynamic which is based on the social structure of men’s gainful labour and neglects difficulties faced by 
women (Schildmann, 2010: p. 656).  

3. Case Analysis  
3.1. Subject of the Analysis and Research Question  
In view of the above, this contribution focuses on the experiences of young women with intellectual disabilities. 
The interrelation between a person’s sex and disability manifests itself not only in structural discrimination but 
also in regard to representations and identities (Winker & Degele, 2009).  

This contribution looks at the level of identity, i.e. the level of the subjective experience of women with intel-
lectual disabilities. The following question is explored: “What experiences do women with intellectual disabili-
ties have in their transition from school to vocational training and employment?” The empirical data base (bio-
graphical interviews) for the contribution at hand is related to the research project and was analysed using the 
research method of grounded theory (GT). GT is a suitable method for gathering manifold experiences through 
the subject’s narration and for avoiding generalisations. This research approach makes it possible to gain deeper 
insight into the life histories of young women with intellectual disabilities and gives them a “voice” (Beart, 
Hardy, & Buchan, 2004).  

Biographical interviews were conducted with a total of 20 young persons with intellectual disabilities in their 
transition period from school to working life. The young persons with intellectual disabilities were able to give 
their informed consent for research (meaning, purpose, proceedings and results) (Stalker, 1998). During the in-
terviews, special importance was given to find out what experiences the interviewees considered relevant in 
their lives and what significance they attributed to these experiences for their lives. For Charmaz (2006: p. 14), it 
is necessary to immerse oneself in the world of the survey participants; her priority is the gathering of compre-
hensive data, which are gained through the instrument of “intensive interviewing” and can be seen as the foun-
dation of GT. By asking primarily “How” questions, the interviewees are encouraged to engage in an open nar-
ration process. Through their narrations, the interviewees with intellectual disabilities provided the researchers 
with insight into their life histories. The experiences that they had during their transition from school to voca-
tional training and employment, which is the central topic of the research question, constituted the subject matter 
of the interviews. Beyond this central topic, other aspects of the narrations included key experiences in the life 
histories of the interviewees such as experiences of separation during childhood through changing into foster 
care, divorce of the parents, violence, abuse, moving house and self-supported living, as well as relationships 
and relationship breakups. The data analysis concentrates on three interviews with women with intellectual dis-
abilities who share the circumstance of having similarly difficult post-school vocational orientation phases while 
having been successful in their transition to vocational training or employment on the regular labour market.  

3.2. Kathy Charmaz’ Constructivist Grounded Theory 
The research process was conducted using Kathy Charmaz’ constructivist Grounded Theory Methodology 
(GTM). Charmaz’ guiding methodological principles for the data analysis process are as follows:  

“(1) reality is multiple, processual and constructed, but constructed under particular conditions; (2) the re-
search process emerges from interaction; (3) it takes into account the researcher’s positionality, as well as that 
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of the research participants; (4) the researcher and researched co-construct the data—the data are a product 
of the research process, not simply observed objects of it. Researchers are part of the research situation, and 
their positions, privileges, perspectives and interactions affect it” (Charmaz, 2008: p. 402; Koenig, 2012). 

Applying these guiding principles, Charmaz views the interaction between research participants and research-
ers as a process of co-production and co-construction of data. In addition, in the course of the data collection 
process the researcher’s specific contextual background knowledge of the field of research is to be made trans-
parent.  

3.3. Researcher’s Background 

The researcher of this contribution looks back on many years of experience in the field of research into disability 
as well as practical experience in vocational guidance for persons with intellectual disabilities. Her experiences 
serve as pre-assumptions or theoretical concepts for the research process. “Theoretical sensitivity” is the ability 
to identify the relevant data and, by means of theoretical concepts, reflect on the empirical data material (Bryant 
& Charmaz, 2007: p. 611). It provides for a sensitive approach to handling data in the analytical process in re-
search into the life histories of persons with intellectual disabilities.  

3.4. Communicative Validation and Reflection 

Communicative validation was performed with the individual research participants. The conceptual framework 
consisted in the participative research approach applied in the research project, which is implemented primarily 
by working with a reference group consisting of twelve persons with learning difficulties from various Austrian 
federal states. For this purpose, reference group meetings were held on a regular basis together with the collabo-
rating researchers in the form of two-day workshops. During these workshops the surveyed life histories of per-
sons with intellectual disabilities were discussed and interpreted with all persons participating in the reference 
group. Furthermore, meetings were held in which relevant topics—embedded in the life histories of the individ-
ual persons—were explored and discussed, and discussions were held on the validation of advanced epistemo-
logical processes by using categories (Koenig, 2012; Konzett, 2011). The category system in its “simple lan-
guage” version was used as a basis for validation. The contents of the discussions were establishment of trans-
parency in the process of epistemological development and adding or changing codes or categories by the par-
ticipants of the reference groups (Konzett, 2011: p. 82).  

3.5. Analysis: Steps 

The first step in the data analysis consisted in the coding process. With the help of the computer-based software 
atlas.ti codes can be clearly laid out and interrelated. In Charmaz’ constructivist GT the coding process is di-
vided into two phases: the first (initial) phase and a second, focused coding phase. At the beginning a “line-by- 
line coding” of the interview is performed. In the “initial coding” phase the interview material is, so to speak, 
“split up” in a line-by-line and word-by-word coding process, i.e. it is broken down analytically. The data mate-
rial is thus no longer a coherent transcript but simply a bunch of disorganised (short and simple) codes. This 
process helps researchers to move away from the scientific concepts that they are familiar with and to initiate an 
open process of analysis in order to discover new things in the data.  

In the second phase, or focused phase, the data are sorted and synthesized; codes and transcripts are re-read in 
order to subsequently group the codes into categories. Through the process of constructing codes, first code fa- 
milies (categories) appear, which then are connected to each other. The categories contain the stories and expe- 
riences of the three interviewed women. The purpose of the codes in this context is to align the identified cate-
gories in such a way that they reproduce a coherent analytic story.  

“Theoretical codes are integrative; they lend form to the focused codes you have collected. These codes 
may help you to tell an analytic story that has coherence. Hence, these codes not only conceptualize how 
your substantive codes are related, but also move your analytic story in a theoretical direction” (Charmaz, 
2006: p. 63). 

In a third step the analytic work becomes more theoretical. Theories are created from the codes which are 
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again tested against the raw data. Additional data are collected in a controlled way in order to strengthen am-
biguous categories or identify new categories. For this purpose “dense” categories are necessary, which are 
achieved through this third phase in the research process in the form of a theoretical sampling process. The focus 
of this interview phase is centred on those questions which have arisen due to unclear contents or information 
still missing for the already existing categories (Charmaz, 2006). 

The constructivist GT aims at interpretative theories “and sees both data and analysis as created from shared 
experiences and relationships with participants” (Charmaz, 2006: p. 130). Constructivists focus on “how” and 
sometimes “why” research participants construct their specific situation. “A constructivist approach means more 
than looking at how individuals view their situations. It not only theorizes the interpretative work that research 
participants do, but also acknowledges that the resulting theory is an interpretation (…). The theory depends on 
the researcher’s view; it does not and cannot stand outside of it” (Charmaz, 2006: p. 130). The theory creation is 
the result of a construction of codes, categories and sub-categories which are described by means of memos. 

4. Result of the Analysis  
As the possibilities for illustration are restricted in this contribution, only the result of the different steps of the 
analysis is presented here. The result is thus a first theory creation of the post-school vocational orientation 
phase in women with intellectual disabilities. In the course of the analysis, the central category of “coming to 
terms with disability through vocational participation” results from the data analysis of the interviews. This 
category is first explored in detail in the presentation of the two key categories 1) discrimination at school due to 
learning difficulties and 2) post-school orientation phase as a process of self-determination) and subsequently 
presented in a summarised form.  

4.1. Discrimination at School Due to Learning Difficulties (First Key Category) 
The so-called “How” question about the transition from school to working life which was asked at the beginning 
initially raised the need in the interviewed women to speak about their experiences at school. The three women 
had negative experiences at school; they carry within them the memories of being excluded at school due to 
their learning difficulties.  

IP1 expresses her primary school experiences as follows: “Because there I had teachers who didn’t want 
anything to do with me at all”1 (IP1). As a consequence of this experience, this pupil had to deal with exam fear. 
Due to her unsatisfactory performance at school she had to attend a special education centre after primary school; 
eventually she graduated from secondary school, completing compulsory education. IP2 completed compulsory 
education in the regular education system. She also said that due to her learning difficulties it was very hard for 
her to concentrate at school. She noticed that she was discriminated against compared to the other pupils, which 
she attributes to her learning difficulties. “It was hard for other pupils too, but not as hard as for me, and yet 
they (teachers) were always nicer to the others than to me (…).” She also had negative experiences with class-
mates: “We were 22 pupils and they were mucking me about all the time” (IP2). IP3 attended special school; she 
felt excluded from the regular education system due to her disability. “Because I have a disability, I have Down 
Syndrome, and so they, I think, they rejected me.” She describes school as a negative experience which was 
“really not nice at all”. Friendship experiences at school never lasted long and those friendships were never par-
ticularly close.  

The young women have lasting and very vivid memories of being discriminated against due to their learning 
difficulties at school. Statements such as “Others learned faster” or “The others were more accepted”, “I wanted 
to graduate from secondary school but I wasn’t allowed to” affect the self-concept of the young women: a lack 
of self-esteem, a lack of confidence in their own ability to take action, and a lack of career goals were not ex-
plicitly mentioned by the women; yet they mark their transition behaviour. Graduating from school for them is 
merely related to hoping for passive changes. Initially it seems that they did not actively consider vocational 
training and employment. Ideas about taking on employment simply did not exist for them. The interviewed wo- 
men initially went from compulsory school to a vocational preparation measure or directly into a sheltered 
workshop or occupational therapy. 

 

 

1The quotations were translated from various German dialects into English. Utteranceslike “ahm” and “mmh” were omitted. 
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4.2. The Post-School Orientation Phase as a Process of Self-Determination (Second Key 
Category) 

IP1 went from vocational preparation into a sheltered workshop; originally she did not want to try out another 
kind of job: “Well, that would have been a little bit too early after all.” (IP1) Her work was entertaining and she 
got on well with her colleagues, who she also met up with for free time activities. It was only when she started 
working in a shop, which she enjoyed, that she started to voice her desire to find employment outside the shel-
tered workshop: “I wanted to work there, but they (the staff in the sheltered workshop) told me that it wasn’t a 
real workplace, because I needn’t think that I already have to leave so that I can do something else (…). Yes, I 
would have liked that. But they told me that at the moment there was no free position because so many people 
had been there.” (IP1) At that moment the career wish of IP1 was to become a shop assistant: “Yes, that would 
be a great dream.” (IP1) By doing work placement, IP1 started to develop ideas about what it could be like to 
work in a “real job”, what it could be like to receive a “real salary”. Through further work placements she 
eventually achieved a definitive full-time position as a clerical assistant. “On the first day, in the first week I 
thought that I wanted to stay there.” (IP1)  

IP2 was initially in a vocational preparation measure aiming at finding work. She finally obtained a job help-
ing out in a painting workshop; however, in her surroundings there was no belief that she would be able to 
manage that job: “First everybody told me that I would never be able to do that, in the painter’s shop, and so on 
and so on. That is way too difficult for you, you will never be able to do that. But then I showed them that I could 
do it and I was there for a long time.” (IP2) After half a year she gave up her job as a painter because she felt 
abused by her boss. In the meanwhile she is completing a partial qualification apprenticeship as a painter; how-
ever, she experiences it as very strenuous. “Well, it’s too strenuous for me, so cold in the winter. When you are 
inside and there is no heating on the site.” (IP2) She definitely wants to complete her training as a painter in the 
partial qualification scheme. Her future perspective is not certain at the moment, which is a burden for her: 
“Sadness somehow, I don’t know, panic maybe, because I will soon be done and I don’t know what I want then 
and I will be unemployed again.” (IP2) She definitely wants to find an interesting job.  

IP3 went from compulsory school directly to occupational therapy. The job in the occupational therapy be-
came unbearable for her due to the social environment, which she was not comfortable with. It was only at that 
point that she started thinking about changing jobs, about changing from the sheltered workshop to the regular 
labour market. She mentioned hoping to work in a company with a pleasant workplace climate and interesting 
contents. Through work placements she managed to obtain a training position in a partial qualification appren-
ticeship scheme on the regular labour market, which she completed successfully. This event has a special sig-
nificance for her: “The only thing that gave me the happiest moment was that I completed the apprenticeship.” 
(IP3) 

In their biographies, the interviewees have experiences of repeated rejection in their demands for active co- 
determination. Ascriptions of disabilities and, related with these, the fact that the persons concerned are not 
given an opportunity forco- or even self-determination, turn into educational barriers and manifest themselves in 
the self-concepts of the women. The women must successively work on their demand for normalcy through ex- 
plicitly expressing “having a real job”, “pursuit of an acknowledged training degree”. The women start thinking 
about “a real job” only after they have gained initial work experiences. Gainful labour, the knowledge of such, 
only emerges when they really engage in it. They learn to differentiate between work in the sheltered workshop 
and gainful labour with a real salary; they learn to distinguish between interesting work and uninteresting work; 
they become sensitive towards social processes at the workplace; the make career plans. The women vigorously 
pursue the goal of changing jobs and obtaining a vocational training degree, connected with the desire for im-
provement. A burden that they all suffer from is the fear of an uncertain future, a fear of how life might continue 
after completing training or after changing jobs. For the women, successful vocational participation is related 
with an interesting occupation in combination with social integration at the workplace. They see as helpful the 
personal support they receive through guidance which actively assists them in their vocational orientation proc- 
ess, as well as moving out of the parents’ house and into self-supported living.  

4.3. Summary of the Main Category: Coming to Terms with Disability through Vocational 
Participation  

Discrimination at school due to learning difficulties has a negative effect on the self-concept of the persons con-
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cerned and determines their specific transition behaviour. The post-school orientation phase is the result of a 
slow but continuous self-determination process. This process is marked by an initial phase in which the subjects 
hope for passive changes; they show a lack of motivation and little initiative in looking for employment. By 
gaining experiences in the field of employment, this initial phase leads into a phase of reflection on the world of 
employment and eventually the persons affected embark upon an active process of engaging with this new world. 
This process of becoming active and the experiences related with it set in motion a process of self-determination 
in the target group which is pursued with perseverance. The women’s demand to take an active part in deter-
mining their own life, with the aim of constructing their own subjective identity, manifests itself as a process 
character, it involves great effort on their behalf. However, the repeated active demands on and defence of their 
own interests and desires strengthens the self-determination process of the women and can result in a self-de- 
termined life. This is another experience that the interviewed women can gain. By having different kinds of 
positive as well as negative experiences in their transition from school to working life, the women learn to make 
career-related demands. The desire for a job that suits their interests and for a “real income” develops. As the ex- 
perience in the field of work grows, so does the urge to act and become involved in decision-taking. This proc-
ess of getting involved also makes work-related changes possible. Thus we can speak of vocational participation 
when the transition from school to working life with its manifold challenges has been completed successfully 
through active engagement and self-determination in pursuit of an interesting job in a socially respected context. 
Such a transition process can be described as “process of coming to terms with disability”.  

4.4. Reflection on the Research Method 
In the analysis example, a main category could be identified which is highly significant professionally as well as 
politically; along with it, two key categories could be identified. It is worthwhile to explore and reflect on this 
topic in greater depth. Above all, the reflection in which researchers engage is an important step in realising 
which of their own concepts and theories they have used in the data collection. This difficulty of engaging in the 
data collection process with complete objectivity and free from all kinds of premature categorisations concerns 
especially experienced researchers. Consequently, the codings as created by the researchers cannot be naively 
viewed as their subjective ones and uncritically involved in the theory creation process. The data collection 
process in the framework of GT requires a self-critical perspective subject to careful scrutiny, which is best 
achieved through the exchanges between research participants and researchers. Moreover, exchange took place 
not only with the researchers involved in the project, but also in small groups in the framework of seminars, 
working with the research material in terms of content and methodology. 

5. Discussion  
The results of the analysis show that the three women with intellectual disabilities do not have any clear career 
goals after leaving school. The post-school orientation process was perceived by the women as one of strenuous 
experiences; nevertheless, they engaged in this process with perseverance. In most cases, when it came to 
choosing a career in order to be able to organise their life after school in a self-determined way, no support was 
provided by parents, teachers or professional counsellors. Traditional ideas of parents, teachers and professional 
counsellors who do not deem necessary the pursuit of some form of vocational training or employment to be 
able to enjoy an autonomous and self-determined lifestyle seem to persist in spite of the advances in emancipa-
tion (Goeke, 2010; Lusk & Cook, 2009). Traditional ideas start to take hold with the socialisation processes of 
the women, as in these processes the social services frequently promote dependence and prevent autonomy. The 
development of self esteem and self assurance is as a general rule barely promoted; however, it is not promoted 
at all in central areas of life which make possible a lifestyle with true self-determination such as employment 
and housing. These early biographical experiences of being dependent on others in the contexts of family and 
school translates into reticence and passivity and manifests itself again very drastically during the transition 
from school to vocational training and employment when it comes to making their own decisions in an effort to 
lead a self-determined life (Lindstrom & Benz, 2002; Lindstrom, Benz, & Doren, 2004; Umb-Carlsson & Son-
nander, 2006).  

6. Conclusion 
Overall it must be pointed out that there are very few international studies on vocational orientation and qualifi-



H. Fasching 
 

 
750 

cation of women with intellectual disabilities. This shows that the specific problems of young women with intel- 
lectual disabilities concerning vocational orientation and qualification are either not identified or not taken into 
account. Research on vocational orientation and qualification is therefore absolutely essential in order to achieve 
successful vocational participation of women with intellectual disabilities.  
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