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Abstract 

This Forum contribution, instead of following typical research article format, provides 

selected insights from the PATH_CH-LUX project on school-to-work transitions of 

young people with disabilities in Switzerland and Luxembourg, which examines driv-

ers and barriers using a cross-national, mixed-methods approach. The project focuses 

on three perspectives: young people’s experiences, expectations, and aspirations; em-

ployer recruitment practices analyzed through a factorial survey design; and insights 

from social service professionals to identify areas for improved transition support. A 

comparative institutional analysis highlights opportunity structures shaped by sys-

temic factors in both countries. Preliminary findings from the authors’ research pro-

vide a foundation for understanding institutional, organizational, and individual 

factors affecting labor market inclusion. Both countries’ high-skill labor markets and 

multicultural contexts offer valuable cases that emphasize the need for the transfor-

mation of historically separate and stigmatizing educational settings, enhanced guid-

ance and support systems, and employer awareness to improve experiences and out-

comes for young people with disabilities transitioning from school to work. 
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Introduction:  

Inclusion and Well-being in / through Institutions of  

Education and Employment 

By signing human rights charters, countries worldwide have committed themselves to reduce 
disability-related disadvantages and to improve the life chances and social participation of peo-

ple with disabilities. Disability is still an under-researched category of social inequality, espe-
cially in transitions research. The PATH_CH-LUX project addresses this research gap by in-

vestigating the importance of ability ascriptions and discriminatory effects during school-to-
work transitions. The institutions of education and employment have contrasting aims, includ-
ing efficiency and inclusion. These are often challenged by disadvantaged and disabled persons, 

who for centuries have been considered “abnormal” and marginalized. Often considered as un-
worthy of investment in education, their care has been expensive and expansive (Richard-

son/Powell 2011): Since the Enlightenment, these groups’ educational and employment careers 
reflect numerous barriers, structural and cultural, evident even in “benevolent” educational and 

social policies. Neither efficient nor equitable, education and skill formation systems in many 
countries remain persistently stigmatizing as they separate or segregate those requiring addi-

tional or specialized supports to access school curricula and to participate in the world of work.  
Costly parallel structures often reduce not only learning opportunities, educational 

achievement and attainment, but also life chances and well-being (e.g., Pfahl 2011; Pow-

ell/Blanck 2023). Simultaneously with attempting to reduce the myriad negative consequences 
of “institutionalized discrimination” (Gomolla/Radtke 2002), skill formation systems and labor 

markets have had to adjust to rapid technological change, deindustrialization in favor of a rising 
service sector, and liberalization (Mayer/Solga 2008). Simultaneously, human rights charters 

ratified throughout the world, such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People 
with Disabilities (UN-CRPD, UN 2006), mandate the transformation of education and voca-

tional training systems and employment to be more inclusive, regardless of (considerable) costs 
(Powell/Blanck/Edelstein 2016). This has not yet been realized due to the massive investments 
over many decades in parallel structures, such as special schools and sheltered workshops, bol-

stered by ableist thinking and norms and professional vested interests. Human rights-based re-
forms that challenge this status quo and considerable path dependency promise to make skill 

formation and employment simultaneously more efficient and inclusive. What impact are such 
reforms having in two of the most highly educated, culturally diverse, and productive European 

countries—Switzerland and Luxembourg?   
As well-developed welfare states, both countries invest in education for all and attempt to 

equalize living conditions, thus exhibiting less economic inequality (Solga 2014). But how have 
their pathways of liberalization (Thelen 2014) affected vulnerable groups most in need of social 
protection? As maturing knowledge economies, Switzerland and Luxembourg have developed 

high skill, professionalized, multicultural, and multilingual workforces that rely on efficiently 
matching skills and jobs, more or less via vocational education and training (see Graf/Tröhler 

2017), yet they have simultaneously legally committed themselves to the global human rights 
norms of inclusion and participation (Powell/Hadjar 2018). In the research project “Pathways 

into the labor market of young people with disabilities in Switzerland and Luxembourg” 
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(PATH_CH-LUX), we compare the education and social policy nexus to analyze the challenges 
faced to make education and employment more inclusive—and to support successful transi-

tions from school-to-work for disadvantaged and disabled youth. As the human right of inclu-
sion extends across the life course, and crucial universal policies (here: compulsory schooling) 

that serve all children and youth have been continuously extended, more specific disability pol-
icies, such as supported employment, are often targeted and provided in segregated settings, 

reflecting the contradictory “institutional logics” of education and work (Powell 2016; 
Tschanz/Powell 2020).  

Even as inclusive education and training as well as labor market integration increasingly 

become issues of human rights, no longer solely related to performance or competence, skill 
formation dynamics and the goal of ensuring well-being force reappraisals of (higher) educa-

tion and vocational training, welfare, and labor market institutions. Ubiquitous educational and 
social stratification, segregation, and institutional discrimination reduce efficiency. They hinder 

permeability within education and make transitions more difficult, “manufacturing inability” 
and thus reducing equity (Tomlinson 2017).  Yet inclusive policies often require transformative 

institutional change, thus remain elusive, so embedded are education and employment systems 
in societal hierarchies and subject to path-dependent developments (Powell 2016). Tensions 
between universal and targeted supports needed to realize inclusion manifest themselves par-

ticularly during life course transitions (Ludwig-Mayerhofer et al. 2019).  
School-to-work pathways imply shifting institutional and organizational memberships as 

individuals negotiate contrasting institutional logics that are barriers to successful transitions 
(and to successful policy interventions). Here, vocational education and training (VET), such 

as that provided in collective skill systems (Busemeyer/Trampusch 2012) that are particularly 
strong in Germanophone Europe, serve and support a large proportion of each cohort to gain 

necessary skills and to successfully find apprenticeships and gradually adjust to the different 
logics within a system that combines elements of both. Simultaneously, flexibility in such sys-
tems supports vulnerable groups as they (attempt to) transition to employment (Thelen 2014), 

exemplified in such measures as short-track dual apprenticeships that attempt to pair social 
equity with economic efficiency (Di Maio/Graf/Wilson 2019). However, there are limits to how 

inclusive even these vaunted collective skill systems can be. First, their selective and stratified 
secondary education systems create differential social learning environments, reduce learning 

opportunities, and often limit subjective well-being (SWB). Second, this policy goal implies 
strengthened commitments and coordination between states and firms, despite ubiquitous 

competition (Bonoli/Emmenegger 2020), especially visible in the high-skill, migration-depend-
ent, multi-lingual, and cross-border labor markets of Luxembourg and Switzerland (see Pig-
eron-Piroth/Wille 2019). However, employers’ values and attitudes towards youth with disabil-

ities remains largely a black box. Third, few coordinated efforts among institutional gatekeepers 
and street-level bureaucrats facilitate responsiveness to service needs and aspirations concern-

ing their school-to-work transition (STWT), even less so for migrants and refugees (OECD 
2023; Otmani 2024). Thus, the investigation of the effective supports for successful transitions 

that social workers provide is a research gap. Fourth, very little is known about individual aspi-
rations and perspectives contrasted with the actual experienced dynamics of STWT. Both the 

input-oriented logic of schooling and the output-oriented logic of employment tend to ignore 
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students’ and ’employers’ subjective perspectives, yet understanding and matching these are 
essential for orientation, supervision, and transition processes. These are key empirics that we 

have begun to collect in the PATH_CH-LUX project (2023-26; see https://pathchlux.org/). 
Doing this, we follow a comparative case study approach and chart institutional change in 

Luxembourg and Switzerland. Building upon an institutional logics perspective (e.g., 
Thornton/Ocasio 2008; Thornton/Ocasio/Lounsbury 2012), we emphasize the knowledge and 

the practices of the relevant institutions that shape the behavior of individuals and organiza-
tions (state, market, family)—and their impact on the actions taken in transition processes. This 
perspective highlights the coexistence and interplay of multiple logics that lead to complex and 

dynamic organizational environments, evident at the nexus of education, training, and social 
policy in Luxembourg (LU) and Switzerland (CH)—as mainly conservative-corporatist (LU) 

and partly liberal and partly conservative (CH) welfare-state regimes. Both countries have 
maintained selective and stratified education systems and high-skill labor markets in which dis-

advantaged and disabled people do not participate equally. This binary comparison illuminates 
the contradictory logics (and shows potential complementarities) in education and employ-

ment systems, as we uncover paradoxical consequences of recent inclusion-oriented education 
and welfare reforms.  

These countries show important similarities and historical and spatial variations that lend 

themselves to comparative institutional analysis. To understand individual pathways requires 
our understanding of the contextual conditions that establish the logics shaping behavior. At 

this nexus, the interconnectedness of disability-related policies and institutions—from special 
education and vocational training to health—and the lack of analysis of the complex relations 

between these systems, demands further attention (Richardson/Powell 2011). Under these con-
ditions, we ask: To what extent do inclusive education, training, and employment policies and 

recent reforms in Switzerland and Luxembourg contribute to equalized participation, support 
successful transitions, and enhance SWB? 

There is a reciprocal relationship between participation in education and well-being. Edu-

cational achievement and attainment are promoted through well-being, but well-being can be 
enhanced through educational organizations and processes. Applying the general model by Lin-

denberg and colleagues (Ormel et al. 1999), we can deduce that learning environments, among 
other things, should be stimulating, provide comfort regarding the classroom, the spatial con-

ditions for diverse activities, and a platform for developing and sustaining positive relationships 
(e.g., Zurbriggen et al., 2018). Additionally, they should offer space for behavioral confirmation 

and recognition (Honneth 1995); the feeling of being in harmony with oneself and with other 
reference persons in one’s actions and thoughts as well as conveying the insight that acquisition 
of education is closely linked to acquisition of status. This can be found in various concepts of 

inclusive education and is decidedly different from the often-experienced marginalization, bul-
lying, and stigmatization prevalent in contemporary schooling and particularly faced by those 

participating in special education programs (see, e.g., Chatzitheochari/Powers/Platt 2016). Sim-
ultaneously, it is important to prevent alienation from school—defined as negative attitudes 

towards school-related domains such as learning, teachers, and classmates, as was found in a 
longitudinal comparative study of Luxembourg and Switzerland (Hascher/Hadjar 2018). Dif-

ferent pupil groups turn away from school to varying degrees, particularly during their 
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secondary school years, when schools fail to provide necessary conditions for all learners to 
develop optimally, including spaces to develop various aspects of their identity (Neuenschwan-

der 1996) and strengthen their agency to support their transition to VET and their persistence 
in training (Findeisen et al. 2022). 

In terms of groups, boys, working-class children, and members of ethnic minority groups 
or migration background are (much) more likely to participate in special education (Pow-

ell/Wagner 2014) and to be particularly affected by alienation from school (Hascher/Hadjar 
2018). The causes of school alienation can be found at various levels (education system, school, 
class, parental home, individual) and are closely related to academic and social integration. The 

question, therefore, is to what extent education and social policies can be reformed and coordi-
nated to improve educational settings that promote inclusion of all. The general (re-)structur-

ing of educational systems is crucial to (further) develop inclusive education—and to meet eth-
ical commitments to universal human rights in inclusive education—as well as to enhance well-

being. Thus, we turn next to explore the institutional logics that affect transitions. 

Theorizing the Impact of Institutional Logics on Transitions 

To understand why transitions are challenging, particularly for disadvantaged and disabled in-

dividuals, examining the impact of (contrasting) institutional logics on education and employ-
ment is helpful. Institutions shape social life through various logics, defined by Thornton and 

Ocasio (2008: 101) as “socially constructed, historical patterns of material practices, assump-
tions, values, beliefs, and rules.” These logics influence organizations and individuals, linking 

institutions and actions (Thornton/Ocasio 2008: 100). The bureaucratic state and capitalist 
market operate with distinct logics within an inter-institutional system, with relevance for the 

pathways available to youth during STWT. 
At the nexus of education and social policies, these contrasting institutional logics pose chal-

lenges for policymaking, service provision, and individual careers (Tschanz/Powell 2020). Pol-

icies often focus on singular life stages or lack support for individuals navigating multiple 
phases. While mainly state-provided education aims to foster learning and skill development, 

employment emphasizes applying these skills in a competitive market. The influence of state 
and market forces shapes individual experiences, as people appreciate the values and expecta-

tions of both systems, but sequentially the state supply of (and compulsory duty to participate) 
in formal schooling comes first, later shifting to market-based, demand-oriented organizations. 

This dynamic affects how youth navigate their educational and career pathways, often leading 
to alienation and stratification based on class and disability status. 

Despite the rising emphasis on inclusive education and lifelong learning worldwide, existing 

systems frequently reproduce inequalities. Subjectivation processes (Traue/Pfahl 2022) involve 
individuals internalizing and negotiating the values, norms, and expectations (of state and mar-

ket, among other institutions). Young adults navigate their educational and career paths, mak-
ing choices and developing self-concepts in response to these pressures (and those of their fam-

ilies and peers). Integrating these perspectives reveals the interplay between structural forces 
and personal agency in shaping educational and employment outcomes (see Pfahl 2011). Youth 

spend their formative years ensconced in the logic of education, dominated by the state. 
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Educational policy is closely tied to the reproduction of (re)productive forces (Althusser 1995), 
as it organizes occupational identities, aspirations, and tastes of young people—well before their 

entry into the labor force (Bourdieu/Passeron 1970), fosters well-being or induces suffering 
based on divisions of class and dis/ability status, and falsely makes the individual entirely re-

sponsible for success and failure (Sennett/Cobb 1972).  
However, the subjectivation and allocation processes organized by successive policies are—

even in conservative welfare states—not consistently guided by a classist or ableist “liberal prov-
identialism” of meritocracy (Sandel 2020: 49). These processes occur within a complex arena of 
partially interlocking, competing institutional sectors, where state and market logics differ and 

further fracture into competing professions, stakeholders, and gatekeepers favoring different 
beliefs and ideologies. This complexity hinders progress toward equity-based, non-discrimina-

tory societies. While citizen and service-user satisfaction are vital for the welfare state’s legiti-
macy, ignoring persistent inequalities can lead to long-term political consequences, such as the 

rise of right-wing populism in Europe and elsewhere, driven by resentment against the welfare 
state (and its failings). Welfare research must therefore consider subjective perspectives on 

STWT to better inform inclusion-oriented policymaking.   

Institutional Change, Logics and Lacking Inter-institutional Coordination of Education and Work 

Addressing the institutional dimensions of education and skill formation reveals that education 
is primarily supply-driven and largely state-funded. Compulsory schooling laws were estab-

lished to socialize citizens and prepare future workers (Heidenheimer 1997), reflecting an in-
vestment in their capabilities. The design of education systems significantly influences the ex-

tent of promoting well-being for all students and (the qualities of) their inclusion. Different 
school types vary in aspiration levels, support structures, and class compositions, regulating 

vertical and horizontal permeability, which affects students’ transitions to VET and higher ed-
ucation (Hadjar/Gross 2016; Backes 2018; Powell/Blanck 2023). 

Key features of education systems include the range of educational opportunities and the 

degree of stratification, which determines life course pathways, particularly for those in lower-
status school types (Pfahl 2011). In contrast, employment is demand-driven and output-ori-

ented, rewarding specific skills and qualifications. Research shows that successful initial transi-
tions to the labor market set the trajectory for future employment opportunities (Ralston et al. 

2016). Those who struggle with this transition face higher risks of unemployment, lower wages, 
and social isolation later (Buchmann/Kriesi 2011). Young people with disabilities are particu-

larly vulnerable, facing significant challenges during transitions (Wells/Sandefur/Hogan 2003; 
Halvorsen/Hvinden 2018), and the risks of dropping out are prevalent, even in advanced VET 
systems (Findeisen et al. 2022). 

Stigmatization and separation reduce learning opportunities, and the lack of coordination 
between education and employment institutions creates further barriers. However, some youth 

with disabilities do succeed in the labor market “against the odds”. This highlights the need for 
further research on the facilitators of such trajectories (Buchmann/Kriesi 2011), an explicit aim 

of the PATH_CH-LUX project: To understand labor market integration in high-skill countries 
like Switzerland and Luxembourg reveals institutional logics and vocational and vocational and 

professional dynamics of high-skill labor markets. 
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The contrasting institutional logics pose challenges for policymaking and the administra-
tion of education and social services, particularly at inter-institutional transition points—clearly 

evident in STWT (Tschanz/Powell 2020). Policies often focus on singular life stages, lacking 
support for individuals transitioning between phases that often extends and includes diverse 

sequences. While education and employment both emphasize individual achievement, their 
logics differ: education fosters learning opportunities and developing knowledge, whereas em-

ployment focuses on applying that knowledge and application of skills in (usually) competitive 
labor markets. Despite recent emphasis on lifelong learning, education primarily targets child-
hood and young adulthood, with VET and postsecondary education following. While compul-

sory schooling is universal, special education provides varying degrees of support and partici-
pation for students with recognized impairments or “special educational needs” (SEN) (Powell 

2016). Employment policies are largely demand-driven, influenced by sector and local labor 
market conditions, yet disabled individuals often attain less education than their peers, placing 

them at a disadvantage in competitive markets. 
The societal direction—collectivist or individualistic—affects participation of disabled indi-

viduals (Richardson/Powell 2011). States and families provide varying levels of support for 
learning opportunities, while individuals are expected to contribute to production in employ-
ment. Diverse educational and employment settings differ in the qualifications and remunera-

tion they enable as well as diverse life course and subjective well-being outcomes. In govern-
ance, states vary in the funding, control, and autonomy of schools to address inclusion chal-

lenges with secondary functions in employment, such as setting quota regulations. Across cul-
tural-cognitive, normative, and regulative dimensions, significant similarities and differences 

exist between institutional logics of education and work (Tschanz/Powell 2020). 

Challenges and Opportunities during Transitions from School-to-Work 

Transitions into work generally follow three paths: (1) direct entry into the competitive market; 
(2) quasi-commodified employment for those with functional limitations or qualification mis-

matches; or (3) gradual, stepwise integration in coordinated market economies. VET programs, 
such as dual apprenticeships, that are hybrids, containing elements of both education and em-

ployment, and thus provide platforms for continuous (re)negotiation between institutional 
logics of education and employment—and gradual socialization into the world of work. 

Busemeyer and Trampusch (2012) highlight that VET systems’ political economy reflects that 
of the labor market more generally. Stepwise integration into the labor market helps youth tran-

sition into commodified work by improving the match between employer expectations and 
qualifications while enabling skill development and employment experience. This process 
should also enhance biographical agency and well-being. However, such transitions require 

strong inter-institutional coordination between education and labor market governance, which 
remains uncommon.  

The interconnected principles of individual learning opportunities, expectations, and 
school performance are not easily transferable to employment, evident in mostly failed bureau-

cratic attempts to provide effective, compensatory transition support for disabled youth (Pfahl 
2011; Blanck 2020). Ongoing education expansion, which paradoxically increases the stigma of 

the less-educated youth, has made lack of educational performance more evident, ultimately 
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increasing the risk of non-employment for those classified as ”having special educational needs 
(SEN) (Menze/Solga/Pollak 2023). Alternatives, such as sheltered workplaces, are characterized 

by deep ambivalence, as they enable access to some form of employment for (potential) workers 
not considered competitive in the primary labor market, yet they often pay low wages and seg-

regate, with negative effects on participants’ educational levels, social networks, income levels, 
social prestige—and their experiences (Czedik/Pfahl/Traue 2021). 

As the example of STWT emphasizes, youth are differentially empowered by their schooling 
experiences to perform and, by extension, to compete within labor markets. Transitioning be-
tween institutions (and organizations) requires that (meritocratic) performance expectations 

held for individuals be transformed from education to diverse organizations. Stigmatizing labels 
and separate tracks in education must be avoided, since meta-analyses (EASNIE 2018) indicate 

that participation in inclusive settings increases the likelihood of labor market integration com-
pared to special education, which often reduces these options (e.g., Powell/Blanck 2023). 

In sum, institutional and organizational differences in school experiences and how and 
when youth transition affect their learning opportunities, interest development, and occupa-

tional identities throughout their careers. In transitioning between the institutional spheres of 
education and work, individuals must be flexible, managing conflicting demands that derive 
from these contrasting institutional logics. Adequate support systems would lower flexibility 

requirements of individuals and shift more responsibility towards collective action and organ-
izations to ensure successful transitions. 

Project Research Design, Methods & Data 

Young people with disabilities face challenging transitions; some succeed despite the odds. The 

PATH_CH-LUX study investigates the drivers of and barriers to successful employment tran-
sitions. As UN-CRPD signatories, Switzerland and Luxembourg have rarely researched STWT 
of these individuals; especially, we lack their voices. On the apprenticeship and labor markets, 

they may suffer from statistical discrimination (employers’ stereotypes) and taste-based dis-
crimination (prejudices based on their “otherness”), affecting their transitions, subjectivation 

process, and subjective well-being. Thus, we compare STWT and passages into adulthood of 
disabled individuals within the institutional structures of education systems and labor markets, 

from the perspectives of young people themselves, of psychosocial service providers, and of 
employers. We seek to identify drivers and barriers to successful transitions and SWB, as well 

as potential solutions. 
Using a mixed-methods approach combining quantitative, qualitative, and comparative 

methodologies provides a more holistic view. Young people will contribute their biographical 

life-course reflections via interviews, practitioners will provide their perspectives via in-depth 
expert interviews, and employers’ will convey their attitudes and expectations through a facto-

rial survey design that asks human resources personnel to rate vignettes of potential applicants 
with various characteristics and their fit to identified vacancies in their firms. 

Innovative aspects include actively integrating the contrasting perspectives of disabled indi-
viduals, employers, and social workers; methodological triangulation; a qualitative panel design; 

a factorial survey; and, finally, comparative institutional analysis. The study will examine the 
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effects of contexts and disability classification and status through a binary comparative design 
(Ragin 1987). Key indicators are participation in school settings (inclusion index), attainment 

levels, employment statistics, policy expenditures, UN-CRPD reports, qualitative surveys (to 
measure subjective well-being), and occupational agency and transition supports revealed 

through biographical case studies. Comparative analysis will reveal opportunity structures and 
path dependencies in both countries.  

The comparison focuses on skill formation systems and education-employment linkages in 
two European countries. Luxembourg’s economy has shifted from agriculture to steelmaking 
to financial services and European bureaucracy, now also ICT and e-commerce, automotive, 

logistics, and space. Switzerland remains productive with SMEs as well as global players in fi-
nancial services, pharmaceuticals and life sciences, machinery and precision instruments, food, 

and tourism. Historical nation-state building, economic structures, and governance impact skill 
formation system changes in small countries (Graf 2021). Both Luxembourg and Switzerland 

incorporate elements of French and German educational models (Graf/Tröhler 2017; Hei-
denheimer 1997). 

Comparing Luxembourg and Switzerland:  

Advancing Inclusion or Persistent Disablement? 

We briefly describe the institutional contexts before comparing them. Luxembourg exhibits a 
multilingual space and a bricolage of elements of the neighboring countries and thus diverse 

pathways, while maintaining highly selective and stratified schooling (Backes 2018). Its open, 
high-skill economy—centrally-located within the European Union—has education and welfare 

systems that combine different models of capitalism (Graf/Gardin 2018). Luxembourg re-
sponds to its labor market challenges, including strong growth and needed diversification, 

through international recruitment and daily mobility, as firms rely heavily on cross-border 
workers. In terms of inclusion, Luxembourg presents an interesting case (see Powell/Ugen/Pit-
ten Cate 2024). Compulsory education for children and adolescents with disabilities was made 

official only in 1973, following the UN Declaration on the Rights of Mentally Retarded Persons. 
Today, Luxembourg’s education policy is characterized by financial generosity, expansion (e.g., 

compulsory schooling will soon be extended to age 18), and, paradoxically, more category-
based specialization under the banner of inclusion. As part of the country's education reform 

efforts, the eight national “competence centers” were formally established in 2017 to offer spe-
cialized support and resources for students with SEN, yet these often lack specialized personnel. 

Its employment policies are also evolving: Since 2003, there has been a guaranteed minimum 
income for people with disabilities, and in the same year, the legal status of sheltered workplaces 
was changed. Their employees are entitled to the same labor and social rights as those in the 

regular job market. Their work is remunerated according to the minimum wage and supple-
mented with pension benefits. This has led to high inclusion rates in the labor market statistics, 

with an employment rate of disabled people of 57% (STATEC 2024), while simultaneously sta-
bilizing a parallel structure of sheltered workplaces. 

Switzerland’s cantonal education systems differ according to their language community 
(German, French, Italian), yet, overall, they are selective and stratified. With a globally oriented 
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high-skill economy, Switzerland has SMEs as well as global champions, as does Luxembourg. 
Switzerland also meets its labor market needs by relying on considerable in-migration and 

within country daily mobility. In contrast, access to services for disabled individuals is rather 
traditionally organized through the disability insurance (IV), without considering work within 

workshop settings as gainful employment. Compulsory schooling is organized at the cantonal 
level, and the respective forms of special education are well-resourced, but varying considerably 

within Switzerland’s language communities and cantons, lacking harmonization. 

Educational Context, Policies, and Outcomes 

Thus, in both countries, examining disadvantaged and disabled youth and their pathways from 
education and VET to employment reveals tensions and tradeoffs between efficiency and eq-

uity, especially as education becomes increasingly important in social policy to strengthen labor 
market integration and increase social mobility (Carstensen/Emmenegger 2023). Luxembourg 

and Switzerland have highly selective education systems with early differentiation among mul-
tiple levels, akin to Austria, Netherlands, and Germany, unlike the less-stratified systems in 

Nordic and some post-socialist countries (Bol/van de Werfhorst 2013; Hadjar/Gross 2016). 
Luxembourg’s centralized system (see Backes 2018) contrasts with Switzerland’s cantonal di-
versity, managed by the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Education Directors (EDK), and evident 

in (special) education participation rates (e.g., Mejeh/Powell 2018; Sahli Lozano/ 
Crameri/Gosteli 2021). Both countries offer compulsory pre-schooling from age four, with 

comprehensive elementary education without external differentiation. However, school com-
position varies geographically, affecting migrant and working-class children differently 

(Mejeh/Powell 2018). Secondary education in Luxembourg begins selection after the sixth 
grade, while in Switzerland, it usually starts after sixth grade with diverse regional practices 

(Powell/Hadjar 2018). Both countries’ systems are stratified, leading to different pathways, in-
cluding VET, according to early decisions about recognized educational aptitude and aspira-
tions. Luxembourg’s VET system, influenced by French and German models, offers varied tech-

nical training but faces high dropout rates, despite reforms (Graf/Tröhler 2017). The Swiss dual 
VET system integrates firm-based training with school-based components, governed by public 

and private actors, effectively serving the majority of each cohort (Busemeyer/Trampusch 
2012). Adjusted training conditions exist for disabled youth (Tschanz 2021) and various pro-

grams of activation exist (Dahmen 2021). 
In terms of inclusion and well-being, different school forms or paths in these countries rep-

resent distinct socialization environments (Zurbriggen 2016; Powell/Hadjar 2018). Stratified 
systems with special schools often lead to homogeneous, low-aspiration environments that may 
negatively impact disadvantaged students (Powell/Wagner 2014; Hadjar/Becker 2016). These 

contexts further stigmatization and reduce expectations, negatively affecting achievement and 
biographical agency (Pfahl 2011). While both have ratified the UN-CRPD, its implementation 

varies: Luxembourg ratified in 2011 yet has few explicitly inclusive schools in a complex multi-
lingual education system with superdiverse student bodies and small class sizes; Switzerland 

ratified in 2014 and this gradually influences its federal system to harmonize, though challenges 
in valorizing diversity, driven by considerable in-migration, persist (UNESCO 2020). 



  COMPARING PATHWAYS 11 

 

The outcomes of differently institutionalized education systems on student subjective well-be-
ing (SWB) are compared across different tracks and grades (7, 8, 9) in Luxembourg and Swit-

zerland: Hadjar and Hascher (2018) examined SWB differences across educational settings. Fig-
ure 1 shows average SWB scores, adjusted for factors such as gender, socioeconomic back-

ground, migrant status, and achievement, ensuring that the differences are more likely due to 
institutional factors rather than student composition or selection effects. 

Figure 1: Students’ Subjective Well-being in Different Educational Settings  

in Luxembourg and Switzerland 

 

Data source: School Alienation in Switzerland and Luxembourg (SASAL) database. 

Within these countries, students’ SWB differs significantly between different educational set-
tings, as shown by confidence intervals and post-hoc tests. In Luxembourg, the low-aspiration 

track EST-PREP differs significantly from the academic track ES in Years 7 and 9, even after 
accounting for student composition and achievement level. In Switzerland, a significant differ-

ence is found in Year 7 between students in the inclusive school track and those in the low-
aspiration track. The decline in SWB and differences between Switzerland and Luxembourg are 

not significant within the confidence intervals, suggesting the impact of institutional settings. 

Empirical Illustration of Young Workers’ Well-Being 

Youth unemployment is notably high among disadvantaged and disabled youth. EU trends 
show that youth unemployment rates fluctuate around 16% in 2008 to 25% in 2013 and back to 

nearly 16% in 2021 (EUROSTAT 2021). Employment contexts for young people with disabili-
ties vary widely, from specialized organizations to regular labor market jobs with minor adjust-

ments. Analyzing 31 European countries using microdata from the rotating panels of the Euro-
pean Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) to examine how education and 

disability interact and influence STWT underscored that diverse pathways and STWT—exist 
even among the German-speaking countries of Austria, Germany, Luxembourg, and Switzer-
land (see Blanck/Brzinsky-Fay/Powell 2024).  
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In Luxembourg, VET absorbs many youth from low SES backgrounds and with migration ex-
periences, but those with disabilities are less integrated due to lowered curricular offerings in 

special education and monolingual settings they attend in neighboring countries: this disad-
vantages them in Luxembourg’s multilingual labor market (Graf/Tröhler 2017). In Switzerland, 

the implementation of activation measures is locally interpreted and mediated by institutional 
logics and situational demands (Dahmen 2021: 265). This leads to immense heterogeneity in 

individual pathways as well as in educational and occupational experiences. 
These analyses show that young people with disabilities report lower SWB and job satisfac-

tion compared to non-disabled peers. Some disadvantages stem from health issues, while others 

are substantially due to barrier-filled and discriminatory contexts as well as policies, including 
actions by social service professionals, that impact youth (Pfahl 2011; Blanck 2020; Dahmen 

2021). As Dahmen (2021) emphasizes, many measures in transition systems, such as compe-
tency assessments, do not compensate for unequal school careers, but rather facilitate measures 

that legitimate ‘cooling out’ processes, shifting responsibility from institutional gatekeepers to 
individuals, who are then blamed for their difficult transitions. 

Thus, further research must isolate the effects of specific kinds of institutional and organi-
zational barriers that disable and (negatively) affect well-being; identify similar contextual clus-
ters; and distill the relevant country-specific pathways of STWT—relying on panel data to ad-

just for individual heterogeneity and uncover the mechanisms driving these processes; ideally 
finding those factors that lead to success against the odds.  

Welfare State Regime(s), Disability, and Disadvantage:  

Disparities in Education, Transitions, and Employment 

Discursively and legally, inclusive education has become a global norm. It is supported by the 

broad recognition of encompassing human rights; however, implementation is challenged by 
the persistence of structures and cultures that pose myriad barriers to inclusion (Powell 2016). 
Paradoxically, inclusive education has been defined and implemented as the expansion of spe-

cial education (systems), in contexts as different as Germany and Nigeria (Biermann 2022). 
Engaging student diversity to enhance learning and supporting each individual learner to reach 

their learning goals are age-old and continuously challenging tasks for teachers in schools eve-
rywhere. Across Europe, significant variation exists in the extent and quality of special and in-

clusive education, reflecting diverse institutionalizations evident in organizational settings and 
practices (Powell 2016; European Commission 2017; Köpfer/Powell/Zahnd 2021). Since the 

worldwide ratification of the UN-CRPD (2006–today), which clearly defines the right to inclu-
sive education (Art. 24) throughout the life course, education systems increasingly face the chal-
lenge to develop inclusive cultures, structures, and practices by “de-institutionalizing” those 

that separate or segregate and thus usually stigmatize learners (Powell 2024). This contrasts 
with the Sustainable Developmental Goal (SDG) 4 to “ensure inclusive and quality education 

for all and promote lifelong learning” (UN 2015), underscoring the necessity of considering 
permeability and pathways through and transitions across institutional and organizational 

boundaries.  
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The proportion of students classified as needing additional supports to access the curriculum 
has been on the rise for decades, paradoxically not slowed by the emphasis on inclusive educa-

tion and ratification of the UN-CRPD (Blanck/Edelstein/Powell 2013; Biermann 2022). This 
growing group is of great interest due to their marginalization and the long-term effects of clas-

sification and official disability status on their life chances. National studies increasingly lever-
age important national longitudinal data on STWT and on the labor market inclusion of per-

sons with disabilities (e.g., Reims/Schels 2021). Yet, comparative research on varying contexts 
remains rare, especially studies that address STWT as processes with sequences, with specific 
experiential qualities shaping identities, rather than measuring primarily inputs and/or outputs, 

e.g., shares of students in segregated special schools, public spending on “incapacity”, or edu-
cation attainment rates (Blanck/Brzinsky-Fay/Powell 2024): Even among four German-speak-

ing countries, we find important variation in STWT. More in-depth comparative and longitu-
dinal studies, such as the PATH_CH-LUX project, are needed to understand the impact of in-

stitutional contexts in shaping STWT of persons with disabilities, especially analysis of pro-
cesses shaped by the interaction of institutional, organizational, and individual characteristics 

(on Switzerland, see Dahmen 2021; Tschanz 2021). Transitions research should integrate do-
mains that, despite being interrelated, are usually kept separate: a challenge extending from ef-
fective service delivery and supports to research on transitions that acknowledges historical dy-

namics, multi-level complexity, and contextual diversity. 
As do education policies, disability policies vary considerably across Europe (Maschke 

2008). Disability policy regimes consist of bundles of policies and institutions that structure 
complex educational, employment, and care arrangements. They govern disability and simul-

taneously affect disablement, the process of “becoming disabled,” in various spheres of life. 
Tschanz (2021) groups European countries in a disability policy typology that uncovers trade-

offs between welfare and labor market integration or redistributive and rights-based policy ap-
proaches. Disability regimes combine three major components, with countries having different 
emphases: liberal (civil rights), conservative-corporatist (labor market integration), or social-

democratic (social protection). Luxembourg and Switzerland are hybrids that reflect the liberal 
and conservative emphases instead of a balance of all three (as in Sweden, for example) (see also 

Dahmen 2021).  
Among the most highly valued outcomes of welfare state regimes are participation in edu-

cation and work and the resultant well-being. Hadjar and Kotitschke (2021) show in multilevel 
analyses using European Social Survey (ESS) data for 31 European countries that the type of 

welfare-state regime shapes SWB disparities and affects the persistent gaps between people with 
and without disabilities across numerous measures. While disability continues to be an under-
researched axis of inequality (Chatzitheochari/Velthuis/Connelly 2022), it shows particularly 

clearly how certain groups do not have the same opportunities as others to acquire resources, 
to achieve instrumental goals, or to attain well-being. Contrasting levels, types, and qualities of 

participation in education, training, and employment bring about these persistent disparities. 
Welfare state regimes, and especially education and work institutions, shape SWB and explain 

important intergroup differences and individual trajectories in specific contexts and time peri-
ods. Individuals directly transitioning from VET into the labor market have higher SWB later 

in life than those who prematurely ended their training and did not return to formal education 
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(Michaelis/Findeisen 2024). People with disabilities demonstrate significantly lower SWB over-
all—and this is especially true for those living in conservative or liberal welfare states, including 

Luxembourg and Switzerland (see Hadjar/Kotitschke 2021). In an era of rising educational at-
tainment and upskilling, the fortunes of youth with disabilities will emphasize risks faced by all 

those afforded fewer learning opportunities, including from low SES and/or migration back-
grounds. This raises the issue of who legitimately should and does receive additional resources 

and needed support to succeed in education and training. 

Distributive Dilemmas:  

Factors Affecting Educational Pathways and Subjective Well-Being 

Education and social policies suffer from a “distributive dilemma” (Stone 1984), reflected in the 

trade-offs of providing additional resources and labeling certain characteristics, which often 
leads to numerous negative factors, including stigmatization, bullying, segregation, institutional 

discrimination, and poverty (Powell 2016; Chatzitheochari/Parsons/Platt 2016; Blanck 2020). 
This dilemma could be mitigated by the recognition of universal needs and of disability as a 

universal human condition and universalistic disability policy (Zola 1989). European countries 
with highly stratified and selective secondary schooling often maintain segregated or separate 
settings, which further increases the “not in education, employment or training” (NEET) risk 

faced by these disadvantaged and disabled young adults (Heisig/Elbers/Solga 2020; 
Blanck/Brzinsky-Fay/Powell 2024).  

This relates to a widely observed paradox in international transitions research: Despite 
many employers providing more support to disabled employees than legally required, levels of 

successful inclusion into labor markets remain quite low. Young people with disabilities receive 
support for STWT from social service professionals who act as gatekeepers (such as HR profes-

sionals and social workers), yet this support often involves negative labelling effects (Pfahl 2011) 
and less successful integration (Blanck 2020). Ableist discourses also may lead disabled people 
and gatekeepers to have diminished expectations for labor market success, as many do in edu-

cation. 
Comparison of highly-segregated systems, such as Switzerland, with moderately segregated 

systems as in Luxembourg, and more fully inclusive systems, such as Norway or Italy, under-
score that the European educational space is shifting from binary systems to the “continuum” 

model of differentiated settings—from complete exclusion via segregation and separation to 
integration and, finally, inclusion—implying qualitatively enhanced and diversity-oriented in-

struction of all students together in common classrooms; however difficult to measure (see, e.g., 
EASNIE 2020). The key challenges of inclusion in education persist: Providing common learn-
ing spaces and access to curricula for learners of different social and ethnic origins, different 

group affiliations, and abilities. Thus, a key policy goal is the creation of equalized conditions 
regarding the chances of acquiring educational qualifications that are coveted and/or consid-

ered essential in labor markets. One such prerequisite for achieving the stated objectives is en-
couraging experiences of schoolchildren and youth associated with strong biographical agency 

and high SWB, which has recently received considerable attention in research and policymak-
ing. Indeed, inclusion should promote learning environments in which pupils can have positive 
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experiences, feel comfortable, and reduce stigmatization, which so often has negative conse-
quences for educational careers and life chances (Pfahl 2011; Chatzitheochari/Butler-Rees 

2023).  

Outlook 

In both Luxembourg and Switzerland, selective and stratified education systems continue to 
reproduce social inequalities, with current reforms failing to fundamentally address myriad bar-
riers to inclusion. Yet, the planned comparative analyses are needed to reveal differences that 

matter, such as ideals of equity and inclusion, and resources, especially given Luxembourg’s 
centralized system that emphasizes financial support in contrast to Switzerland’s decentralized 

model that manifests significant variability in service provision. The PATH_CH-LUX project 
thus applies a mixed-methods approach to understand the diverse perspectives of disabled in-

dividuals, practitioners, and employers in both countries, who emphasize the need for effective 
governance and coordination across levels of education and between the institutions of educa-

tion and employment to facilitate successful transitions.  
The inclusion of disadvantaged and disabled individuals in education and employment sys-

tems presents significant challenges—and opportunities. The complexities of achieving effi-

ciency, equity, and inclusion in this under-researched area highlight the continued need for 
comparative research—and for transformative change within welfare-state regimes. Imple-

menting an overarching logic of inclusion continues to be challenging due to limited coordina-
tion between educational and social policies, as well as the lack of effective VET programs that 

could support successful transitions. School-to-work transitions for youth with disabilities are 
particularly fraught, often hindered by historical marginalization and structural and attitudinal 

barriers (explored in the vignette study and factorial survey of employers). While VET pro-
grams are essential to bridge gaps between education and employment (Tschanz/Powell 2020), 
they frequently fall short in addressing cumulative disadvantages. As inclusive policies increas-

ingly align with human rights frameworks, overcoming institutional and cultural barriers re-
mains critical. The well-being of disabled individuals is closely linked to their educational and 

employment experiences, and addressing negative labeling and stigmatization, often due to seg-
regated or separate settings, is vital to enhance their life chances (Pfahl 2011). Moreover, social 

service professionals may be crucial in supporting transitions, yet in their role as street level 
bureaucrats, they also may contribute to negative labeling and reduced expectations (Blanck 

2020). Continued research is essential to explore the impact of different contextual conditions 
upon these transitions and to ensure that policies actually foster more equitable and inclusive 
opportunities for all. 

Ultimately, effective policies must address the interconnectedness of education, vocational 
training, and labor market systems to create inclusive and equitable opportunities for all indi-

viduals, particularly those with disabilities. Incremental adjustments are unlikely to secure com-
prehensive inclusive education and training opportunities; instead, transformative reforms are 

necessary to valorize diversity, create subjectivation processes with strong occupational agency, 
and increase well-being across the life course. Continuous fact-finding and debates are needed 

about principles and values of educational and social inclusion in relation to occupational non-
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discrimination and equity, which translates into life course patterns with high degrees of bio-
graphical and occupational agency (Traue/Pfahl 2020) and sufficient well-being (Hadjar/Ko-

titschke 2021). Our country studies and their explicit comparison will explore aspects of com-
plementary, competitive or contradictory relations between education and employment and the 

lack of coordination across institutions, i.e., how early tracking and segregated special education 
often lead to segregated labor market settings, such as sheltered workshops. VET potentially 

offers crucial bridges and permeability; however, skill formation programs only partially com-
pensate for accumulated disadvantages in these selective and stratified education systems. 

In neither country do current educational policy reforms fundamentally address the char-

acteristics of education and employment systems and the logics, such as segregation, that are 
key barriers to inclusion. Rather than transforming structures, cultures, and practices to valor-

ize the diversity of students, which has increased with steady immigration to meet the needs of 
expanding, high-skill labor markets, skill formation regimes are paradoxically causing growth 

in classification as “having SEN” and segregation rates. Since selective, stratified schooling re-
produces inequalities, educational policies and systems would need radical reforms to allow 

both vertical and horizontal permeability (Backes/Hadjar  2016: 439). Not inclusion, but rather 
continued separation and segregation continue to limit the learning opportunities for disad-
vantaged students and those with disabilities. Yet, some individuals do construct their own 

pathways into the labor market and succeed against the odds. It is from their biographical ex-
periences, essential supports and services, and employers that we seek to learn how to advance 

inclusion and reduce persistent disablement in school-to-work transitions. 
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