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Abstract

The article presents vocational education of pupils with special educational needs in 
Poland, in the context of current barriers that hinder disabled persons from vocational 
work fulfi lment. Vocational education has been described at all levels of the present 
system with reference to diverse needs of pupils. The analysis of the GUS [Central Sta-
tistical Offi  ce] data leads to a conclusion that the level of education of the disabled is 
not suffi  cient for them to participate in the open labor market. Thus, the necessity of 
system improvement and fl exibility of vocational off ers for disabled persons is particu-
larly emphasised, as the forms and content of presently implemented curricula do not 
befi t the rapidly changing conditions on the job market. 
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Situation of the disabled on the Polish labor market

Poland is among a group of countries which are characterized by a large population 
of disabled persons1, with a concurrently low index of their social activation; it specifi -
cally concerns people with intellectual and sensory disability and with mental disor-
ders. For many years, we have been observing activities aimed at the creation of the 
possibility of a comprehensive, based on equality rules attendance in social life – it is 
worth mentioning that the so called “Polish model of vocational integration” has been 
introduced for many years, still, the presence of the disabled on the Polish labor market 
is little in comparison with other European countries, and their social participation in 
some areas is imperceptible (becoming self-dependent, shared accommodation, etc.). 
Unfortunately, the effi  ciency of undertaken measures is not suffi  cient; there is also de-
fi ciency in system solutions, which would optimally allow to activate disabled persons 
in vocational, educational or personal space.

 1  The phenomenon of disability is larger in Poland than in most countries, even when taking defi nition dif-
ferences into account. One of the reasons is the fact that over 1/3 of persons at a working age who are “law-
fully” disabled, are not “biologically” handicapped. The age cross-section of persons being “lawfully”, but not 
“biologically” disabled, suggests that the system is being used as a form of early retirement. More than 12 % 
of all men at the age of 60–64 and over 11 % of all women aged 55–59 have a certifi cate of disability, even 
if they do not feel handicapped themselves. This relatively often occurrence of disability in Poland is also 
to a large extent a consequence of a lenient system of adjudicating disability before 1999. For this reason, 
about 1.7 million people (data from the National Census of 2002 and 1.4 million according to the health 
assessment of 2004) were offi  cially declared disabled, although they did not suff er from physical or mental 
handicaps. The situation may result from the presently functioning system of disability adjudication. On 
the other hand, more than 1 milion people, who have a biological handicap, were not offi  cially adjudicated 
disabled. This phenomenon, however, mainly concerns retired persons in whom disability developed at an 
older age (cf. Chłoń-Domińczak, A., Poznańska D., 2007, p. 17).

 It is worth reminding that there are three independent systems of adjudicating disability in Poland – the 
fi rst, for disability pension purposes, performed among employees and self-employed persons, the second 
executed within the social insurance of farmers, and the third – assigned to purposes not related to disability 
pensions, administered by local authorities.

 Considering a high number of applications and eligible persons in the employees system, procedures were 
reformed in 1997, which led to a decrease in the number of disability pensioners (see: Wóycicka I., Ruzik A., 
Zalewska H., 2002).

 According to the results of a quarterly representative Research of Population Economic Activity (BAEL) carried 
out by GUS the number of disabled persons aged 15 and over, had been systematically falling down since 
2002 and amounted to 3.7 million in 2008. It means that 11.8 % of the population aged 15 and over, have 
a lawful certifi cate of disability. In the year 2008, the number of lawfully disabled persons at the working 
age was about 2.2 million and accounted for 9.3 % of the population at that age. In 2008, 26.9 % of persons 
aged 15 and over, had a severe degree of disability certifi cation (or equivalent), 38.1 % of those persons had 
a moderate degree of disability certifi cation (or equivalent) and 35.0 % had a certifi cation of a mild degree 
of disability (or equivalent). Among handicapped persons at a working age, the percentage of persons with 
a severe degree of disability is by far lower, with a distinctly higher percentage of persons with mild disabil-
ity (the percentages are 18.7 %, 39.8 % and 41.5 % respectively) (source: http://www.stat.gov.pl/bdl/app/
dane_podgrup.hier?p_id=431279&p_token=1883766014#)
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The analysis of the social reality of disabled persons inclines to some generalizations:
1. Constant lack of legal stabilization, which causes that the information about new 

legal acts does not reach the most interested ones, moreover, legal regulations 
do not ensure complete protection to the disabled, even in area of work access on 
the open market, legal contradictions as regards entering into marriage of adult 
disabled persons, etc. 

2. Results of the quarterly Research of Population Economic Activity (BAEL)2 conducted 
by GUS show that disabled persons are usually less educated than the able-bodied 
ones. In 2008, as much as 68.1 % of disabled persons at the age of 15 and over did 
not have secondary education, and only 6.1 % had higher education. As a matter 
of fact, this relation is more favourable; however, the diff erence in that regard is still 
noticeable in comparison with able-bodied persons, among whom 48.8 % did not 
possess at least secondary education, whereas 16.5 % had higher education. The 
disabled encounter diffi  culties not only in obtaining or completing education at 
a higher level, but also at the secondary and elementary ones. In turn, low education 
or the lack of it decrease the chances of the disabled on the labor market, and the 
chances of life with dignity. The highest vocational activity is featured by persons 
with higher education.

3. Social and economic situation of particular population groups, including the disa-
bled, is a derivative of their situation on the labor market. The results of the Re-
search of Population Economic Activity (BAEL)3 in Poland present a considerable 
improvement of the situation on the job market in the last three years. There was an 
increase of the employment indicator and decrease in the rate of unemployment. 
And, even though the situation of disabled persons is still much worse than that of 
the able-bodied ones, benefi cial changes must be noted. Most of the handicapped 
working at the age of 15 and over are hired employees – 65.6 % in 2008, but there 
is also signifi cant percentage of self-employed persons and employers (all 23.6 %, 
including 2.6 % of employers) and helping members of families (10.8 %), which fol-
lows from the fact that a substantial part of the disabled work in individual farming. 
A vast majority of disabled hired workers are employed in sheltered workshops. In 
December 2008, 39.4 thousand of the disabled working on the open market and 
163.3 thousand of working in sheltered workplaces, were registered in the system 
of servicing fi nancial support led by the State Fund for Rehabilitation of Disabled 
Persons. Although the domination of sheltered market employment is still signifi -
cant (80.6 %), there is a clearly evident rising tendency in the share of employees 
from the open market (from 15.9 % in December 2005 to 17.9 % in December 2006, 
and 19.1 % in December 2007 to 19.4 % in December 2008)4.

 2  Source: http://www.stat.gov.pl/bdl/app/dane_podgrup.hier?p_id=431279&p_token=1883766014#
 3 Source: http://www.stat.gov.pl/bdl/app/dane_podgrup.hier?p_id=431279&p_token=1883766014#
 4  Source: http://www.stat.gov.pl/bdl/app/dane_podgrup.hier?p_id=431279&p_token=1883766014#
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4. The most diffi  cult situation is that of disabled persons living in the country, not re-
lated to farming, though, paradoxically, farming gives employment to many handi-
capped people, especially to the elder and less educated ones. However, we have 
noted a decrease in the vocational activity of the disabled connected with farming 
in the recent years. Most of disabled persons remain out of the job market and this 
phenomenon has been observed for many years, including people at a working age 
as well. In 2008, 83.9 % of the disabled at the age of 15 and over were vocationally 
inactive, and 75.7 % of persons at a working age (in comparison with the share 
of the able-bodied ones – 40.6 % and 25.3 %, respectively). Therefore, legislation 
measures that support the activation of those persons are still being taken.

Vocational discrimination of the disabled

The problem of vocational discrimination of disabled persons is generally related to 
barriers that restrain their vocational activity. There are many barriers like that, some 
lie in the disabled workers, others in employers, many of them reside in the social 
approach towards disabled persons (A. Barczyński, P. Radecki, 2008: S. Kowalik 2007: 
A. Ostrowska, J. Sikorska, B. Gąciarz, 2001).
7. Individual qualities of a disabled person may strengthen or weaken the results of 

disability. The barriers are crucially diversifi ed depending on age, health condition, 
education, manners, approach to diffi  cult situations, vocational preparation, type of 
disability, family circumstances, fi nancial situation, intellectual, emotional, physical 
ability, little vocational mobility of disabled persons.

A signifi cant factor that hinders the disabled from vocational activity is low self-esteem 
and negative assessment of the possibilities of gaining employment. Disabled persons 
are also self-discriminating, that is, they discriminate themselves due to the existing 
disability, which as a result contributes to vocational inactivity (K. Osińska, 1986). Pro-
longing period of being out of work can lead to the appearance of multiple negative 
consequences (I. Poliwczak, 2008). Lack of work causes the intensifi cation of ailments 
connected with the main reason for the body dysfunction; it may also conduce to the 
emergence of new ones. The relationship between the limited possibilities of fi nding 
employment by the disabled and the low level of vocational qualifi cations and low level 
of education is emphasized as well. The duration of time without work also impacts 
fi nding employment. The longer a disabled person is out of work, the lesser the chances 
of employment. Intellectually disabled persons are in the worst position. In the case of 
intellectually disabled persons, the capability of performing vocational work depends 
on the degree of disability and the employer’s willingness to cooperate, as well as on the 
suitable selection of the type of work to match the employee’s individual abilities. The 
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issue of the lack of suffi  cient vocational preparation of intellectually disabled persons, 
who leave school, is a separate problem.
8. The attitude of an employer to hiring a disabled person may be infl uenced by ad-

ditional obligations (necessity to bear higher costs, extended reporting, necessity 
of technical – organizational changes in the company, requirements regarding the 
preparation of objects, necessary preparation of workplaces). Employers are also 
unwilling to take on disabled persons because of a large number of inspections 
and complicated bureaucracy. The existing system of equalizing the chances of 
the disabled in Poland is mainly criticized by employers for its low effi  ciency and 
effi  cacy. The system is of a rather compensatory than activation nature, it preserves 
inactivity – merely 5 % of fi nancial resources are allocated to vocational activity and 
substantial help, whereas nearly 80 % is used to pay out disability pensions.

9. Barriers of external nature are created by: social policy, employment policy, the con-
dition and effi  ciency of functioning of pension and disability pension systems, treat-
ment and health rehabilitation, place of residence, legal situation of the disabled 
in the state, attitudes of the environment, access to education and social welfare, 
prejudices of colleagues.

Limitations resulting from external surrounding, and being a derivative of the principles 
of rehabilitation system functioning, are lack of stability of functioning system princi-
ples, complex procedures and diverse sources of fi nancial support. Conditions of labor 
market functioning that impact the low vocational activity of disabled persons are the 
following: level of services provided to the disabled including vocational counseling, 
employment agencies and the issue of additional trainings, lack of job off ers for the 
disabled, ill-organized system of vocational education – education in professions that 
do not guarantee employment (occupations such as: broom-maker, potter, etc.).

Additional problem, being a factor that substantially makes it difficult for the 
disabled to fi nd employment, is structural unemployment on the Polish job market, 
connected with ill-adjusted structure of work resources, both in the geographical and 
qualifi cation – vocational respects. This situation causes disproportions on the labor 
market. Ill-adjustment of structures regarding geographical location consist in the fact 
that the structure of work supply considering the place of residence does not match 
the demand for it within these sections. Statistically speaking, the worst situation is in 
villages and small towns, where the rate of unemployment is high. This type of struc-
tural mismatch is of crucial importance for those disabled who are signifi cantly limited 
by their handicap in the search of fi nding work outside their place of residence, or 
for whom the search is impossible due to the very same reason. On the other hand, 
ill-adjustment of the qualifi cation – vocational structure, causes that the employee’s 
vocational qualifi cations do not match the real demands of the labor market. Disabled 
persons with low vocational qualifi cations are exposed to more often losses of employ-
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ment as a result of enterprise reorganization (redundancy). Unfortunately, interesting 
job off ers are aimed at persons who are willing to requalify immediately or relocate, 
which is diffi  cult in the case of the disabled.

Barriers that make it diffi  cult for the disabled on the employment market must 
include instability and ineffi  ciency of the Polish system of vocational rehabilitation.

Here, it is also worth referring to an interactive model of vocational rehabilitation of 
persons with intellectual disability presented by W. Otrębski (2007). This model focused 
on the issue of vocational interests and vocational competences of intellectually disa-
bled persons. The model assumes that vocational activity of an intellectually disabled 
person that agrees with their interests is a guarantee of a higher level of vocational 
competence.

Education of pupils with special educational needs 

in Poland

Education of man who is intellectually disabled should be perceived as vocational 
preparation5. According to the proposition of Z. Gajdzica (2001, p. 391) three basic 
periods are distinguished:
• “vocational preorientation led in elementary classes of primary school,
• vocational orientation carried out in the senior classes of primary school,
• vocational education in vocational schools”.

The Polish system of education of children and youth with special educational needs 

is an integral part of the operative school system in the country. In Poland, a system of 
partial integration with mainstream education is functioning. For many years, special 

 5  It is worth presenting interesting results collected from studies done by B. Oszustowicz and J. Baran (1999). 
The authors carried out an experimental program of vocational orientation in a class at a special school.

 30 intellectually disabled pupils took part in experimental classes. The control group also consisted of pupils 
with intellectual disability, not participating in the project. The experiment involved four stages of activi-
ties. In the fi rst, the participants had to fi ll out two surveys: about the selection of occupation, and school 
and extraschool interests. The second stage included engaging pupils from the experimental group in the 
vocational orientation classes. At the third stage – having completed the experimental classes and starting 
education in a vocational school by pupils – using a survey, information on the aptness and satisfaction from 
the chosen path of education, and the usefulness of vocational orientation classes, was collected. The last 
stage – performed a few months after starting education in a vocational school – consisted in completing 
another survey by the studied group and writing a composition about plans for life, interests and preferred 
values. It turned out that vocational orientation classes help special school pupils in the preparation for 
informed selection of occupation, contribute to the formation of a real picture of one’s own abilities, prompt 
motivation to study and work, as well as facilitate the process of adjustment at the next level of education – in 
vocational school.
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education was inseparably connected with the functioning of special school. Nowadays, 
it is run in other establishments, not only integrative, but also in mainstream ones.

In Polish educational system children and youth with special educational needs 
may be educated in:
1. special schools,
2. special classes at mainstream schools,
3. in integrative classes at mainstream schools, integrative schools, the so called in-

tegrative form (including), 
4. in mainstream class through individual education, so called integrative (including) 

form,
5. through individual education (individual education, most often at the pupil’s home).

Special education system in Poland generally refl ects the premises and structure of 
the general one; however, due to the peculiarity of didactic and educational work with 
pupils with special educational needs, we can talk about its dissimilar components and 
characteristics (Fig. 1). 

Psychological and pedagogical assistance for children 

and the youth

The Regulation of 20106 sets new rules of providing and organizing psychological-peda-
gogical assistance in public nursery schools (kindergartens), schools and establishments 
which allow for providing each student with comprehensive psychological-pedagogical 
assistance in the environment of his/her education and upbringing. The student should 
be provided with individualized psychological and pedagogical help in accordance with 
his/her individual developmental and educational needs and psychophysical capabili-
ties, identifi ed by a teacher or specialist who tutors the student. 

This regulation came into force on the fi rst of February 2011 and shall not be eff ec-
tive until the school year 2011/2012.

According to the mentioned regulation, the help given to the student in kindergar-
ten, school and establishment, consists in identifi cation and fulfi lment of the student’s 
individual developmental and educational needs, as well as in identifi cation of his/her 
individual psychophysical capabilities. It defi nes the recipients of psychological and 
pedagogical help as people having diffi  culties that result from diff erentiated input.

In the eff ective regulation, classes applying to the selection of educational direction 
and occupation, as well as education and professional career planning, are defi ned as 

 6  Regulation by the Minister of National Education of 17 November 2010 on the rules of organizing and provid-
ing psychological and pedagogical assistance in state nursery schools, schools and establishments, Journal 
of Laws No. item 1487.
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Fig. 1:  Special education system diagram (based on Sowa & Wojciechowski, 2003, 
p. 134).

one of the ways of giving psychological and pedagogical support. Classes connected 
with the selection of educational direction and occupation, as well as education and 
professional career planning, are organized in order to support the students of lower 
secondary and upper secondary school in taking educational and vocational decisions 
using active work methods. These classes are run by teachers, tutors of educational 
groups and other specialists – including career counsellors. Planning and coordina-
tion of psychological and pedagogical assistance distribution is dealt with by a team 

of teachers, tutors of educational groups, and specialists who have classes with the 
student.

In theory, the new regulation leads towards the real inclusion, however, in practise 
the goal is diffi  cult to obtain. 
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Vocational education of pupils with special 

educational needs

1. Prevocational education at the preschool level

Pre-primary education establishments are the establishments that take care and pre-
pare children for school education. Such establishments are designated for children 
between the age of 3 and the beginning of their education in a primary school. Pre-
primary education establishments include: nursery schools, pre-primary sections of 
primary schools, since the school year 2008/2009 they also comprise pre-primary edu-
cation groups and pre-primary points. Until the school year 2003/2004, a child had the 
right to a one-year of pre-primary school preparation.

Special nursery schools are organized for children with moderate or severe dis-
abilities – visual, hearing, motor-skills disability, chronic illness (in health care centers), 
with intellectual disability or multiple disability. A special nursery school can be an in-
dependent establishment or can be organizationally related to a special primary school, 
a special education center or a healthcare facility. Obligatory schooling is postponed in 
the case of a child who has been diagnosed as needing special education, or a child over 
the age of 6 who is provided with special pre-primary education, but no longer than 
to the end of the school year in the calendar year in which the child is 10 years old. In 
the case of a child who has been diagnosed as needing special education, the obliga-
tion of a one-year pre-primary school preparation starts at the beginning of the school 
year preceding the school year in which the child starts fulfi lling obligatory schooling.

A nursery school bases its caring-educational interactions upon “The Core Curricu-
lum for Nursery Education, Nursery Schools, Preschool Departments and Other Forms 
of Preschool Education” drawn up by the Ministry of National Education and upon the 
Curricula for preschool education.

The Core Curriculum for Preschool Education7 describes a comprehensive process 
of supporting the development and education of nursery schools’ pupils. It defi nes 
the goals of preschool education and areas of educational interactions. The purpose of 
preschool education is to support and direct a child’s development in accordance with 
his/her innate potential and developmental abilities in relation to the socio-cultural 
and natural environment.

Therefore, preschool education is aimed at mastering skills and knowledge that 
children ought to display when they start school education. 

Preschool education curricula contain ways of goal achievement based on the areas 
presented in the core curriculum. There is no single binding preschool education cur-

 7  Appendix to the Regulation by the Minister of National Education of 23 December 2008 Journal of Laws of 
15 January 2009, No. 4, item 17.
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riculum; its choice lies in the hands of a teacher who is in charge of a given group of 
pupils. The teacher may make use of ready-made curricula, or prepare one on the basis 
of the core curriculum. It is worth mentioning that the same core curriculum applies 
to disabled children as well as to the healthy ones. No separate preschool education 
curricula have been issued for these children either. Thus, teachers who work in a given 
nursery, must draw it up on their own.

However, individual educational-therapeutic curricula are drawn up for pupils with 
special educational needs, the curricula allow for the children’s needs and abilities8. Pre-
school education curriculum for a given child is adjusted and approved for a particular 
establishment within these curricula, then appropriate methods, means and forms of 
implementation are selected. Moreover, according to MEN’s recommendations, children 
with special educational needs have classes in smaller groups; they may take advantage 
of specialized psychological and pedagogical assistance.

Thus, prevocational preparation of children going to a nursery school is not explic-
itly formulated in the above mentioned areas of preschool education. Lack of explicit, 
top-down recommendations, as regards the preparation of disabled children for ful-
fi lling a role of an employee in the adult life at the preschool education stage, causes 
that the introduction of such content depends on the teacher’s invention. The teacher 
must see his/her pupil in a comprehensive and prospective way, i. e. focus in his/her 
interactions not only on the present, but also refl ect on which skills and knowledge 
(also the one enabling them to take up work), they will need in the adult life. All actions 
that teachers take towards their pupils in a nursery school and which focus on inspir-
ing confi dence in their own abilities aiming at the most self-reliance, understanding 
applicable behavior rules in the society and arousing respect for work as a value, may 
be perceived as prevocational education.

a)  Prevocational education at primary school level 

 (Stage 1 – Integrated education and Stage 2 – subjective education)

Prevocational education is the fi rst and probably the most fundamental stage of edu-
cation connected with the individuals’ vocational education and their development. 
In some countries, it is treated as a peculiar connection of theoretical knowledge with 
the pupils’ life experience, in other countries it is seen as linking general education with 
practical problems of work, whereas in yet another ones, with the process of school 
and vocational orientation. In Poland, it is understood as a characteristic process of 
education through work and to work. 

 8  Regulation by the Minister of National Education of 17 November 2010 on the rules of organizing and provid-
ing psychological and pedagogical assistance in state nursery schools, schools and establishments, Journal 
of Laws No. item.
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Within the integrated education, which includes the fi rst 3 years of primary school, 
the content connected with prevocational counselling focuses on the three areas:
1. knowledge and learning about the world and oneself;
2. ability to act in the world;
3. values and attitude towards the world and oneself.

As for the teaching method, nowadays, the authoritarian model of a teacher giving 
pupils ready-made material is becoming a thing of the past, today, pupils are made to 
discover the world and search for knowledge on their own. Therefore, it is good when 
the teacher creates such situations, in which a child is able to recognize his/her own 
cognitive abilities, strengths and weaknesses. The pupil should be able to communi-
cate, build social relations, and also have knowledge about the natural, cultural and 
technical environment. During the fi rst years in primary school, pupils should learn how 
to get to know and manage themselves, act skilfully in the world of various contexts 
(practical, cognitive and symbolic) and in diverse social groups. In the core curriculum 
for elementary education, we read that in the scope of relations to themselves and the 
others, the pupil should acquire the following content:
• development of the sense of self-esteem and self-identity (self-confi dence, self-

reliance, ethnic, cultural identity, etc.);
• introduction of the child into the spiritual and material culture (one of the family, 

region, country, Europe and the world);
• spiritual and moral development (shaping beliefs and socially valuable attitudes, 

e. g. towards the younger, the weaker, the suff ering, respect for one's own work and 
the work of other people, confi dence in oneself ).

The core curriculum of general education for primary schools assumes that the pupil 
who fi nishes the third grade, within social education, understands the importance of 
work in man’s life; knows the occupations of his/her relatives and friends; and is also 
aware of the occupational specifi city, e. g. of a railway man, chemist, police offi  cer, vet. 

At the 2nd stage of education, elements of prevocational education are present in 
all subjects and on all paths. However, they have a diff erent meaning for this type of 
learning – some of them (e. g. Polish, Maths, Music, P.E.) focus on the general culture of 
the individual, which is obviously essential in shaping pupils’ attitude towards work. 
Others (History, Civics) persuade to refl ection on oneself and the social environment, 
on the issue of each man’s distinctness and uniqueness, each man’s needs and means 
of meeting them, also, on the importance of work in man’s life and its social distribu-
tion. However, such subjects as IT or Technical Education are almost entirely planned 
for prevocational education as pupils gain most practical knowledge in these classes.
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b)  Pro-vocational education in lower secondary school and vocational counselling

The following are mentioned among the conditions that need to be fulfi lled so that the 
disabled youth was properly prepared for work:
1.  Correct qualifi cation for a proper direction of vocational education, in accordance 

with psychophysical abilities, interests and employment opportunities;
2.  Provision of proper organization of the didactic and educational process (appro-

priately equipped workshops and laboratories, suitably trained teaching staff , the 
use of the most effi  cient methods and forms of teaching);

3.  Adjustment of curriculum requirements for particular subjects to the cognitive ca-
pabilities of the youth.

At the 3rd level of education, completed in lower secondary school and the following 
4th level (upper secondary school), which have similar tasks, students obtain educa-
tion that allows them to acquire vocational competences and then improve them dur-
ing years of work. The aim of general education at levels 3 and 4 is just enabling and 
facilitating the selection of educational and vocational paths by providing access to 
information, guidance and career counselling.

The In-School Vocational Guidance Project at the level of lower secondary school 
and developed by the National Education Support Center may be an example to follow 
for the creation of counselling in schools, based both on cooperation with students 
and their parents. It determines the tasks of the Board of Teachers, allowing for the 
creation and maintenance of the in-school counselling system’s uninterrupted activ-
ity in compliance with the school charter, defi nition of priorities regarding vocational 
knowledge and information within the school educational curriculum for each year of 
learning, as well as the fulfi lment of activities in the scope of students’ preparation for 
career path selection, included in the school educational curriculum. It assumes that in 
the fi rst year of learning in lower secondary school, students will be stimulated to get 
to know one another, in the second one, they will have a chance of getting acquainted 
with particular occupations and make a preliminary decision, whereas in the last year 
they will gain educational and vocational information that will allow them to confront 
self-evaluation with the demands of schools and occupations, which will enable them 
to take a fi nal decision. As early as from the 2nd grade, pressure must be put on students 
who show problems with school and occupation selection which is supposed to be 
leveled by the intensifi cation of individual work.

Cooperation with parents ought to run at 3 stages. The fi rst one should include 
getting parents acquainted with the school informative and counseling activities and 
organization of psycho-educational classes which enable to support the child in making 
educational and vocational decisions, the next one is involving parents as representa-
tives of various professions into the course of informative activities carried out by the 
school, and fi nally, making it possible for parents to get acquainted with the full off er 
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of secondary education, and also, individual work with parents of students who show 
health, emotional, decision-making, intellectual, family and other problems, as well as 
cooperation with pedagogical and psychological counseling center.

Since 1 September 2009, a stage of changes has begun, changes meant to imple-
ment the new core curriculum which imposes on educational establishments a respon-
sibility of a very individual approach towards each student, in order to meet their needs, 
diffi  culties and interests, and which is to bring about an increase in education eff ective-
ness, especially for people with special educational needs. These changes assume the 
achievement of the set goals due to the cooperation of the teacher, pedagogical and 
psychological assistance and the parents through individual work with the student 
(Ministry of National Education, 2010). This system, defi ned as the in-school system of 
vocational guidance also imposes a responsibility of “tutoring in the selection of edu-
cational direction, as well as organizing interactions with psychological-pedagogical 
counseling centers, including specialist counseling service, and between other institu-
tions that provide guidance and specialist help services to students and parents”9. Work 
with the student ought to take place on the basis of Individual Educational-Therapeutic 
Schemes which should adapt the core curriculum to the disabled student’s capabilities, 
but it also accounts for therapeutic functions based upon building a positive relation 
with the student and supporting his/her social development through various forms 
of rehabilitation interactions. The Individual Scheme expresses the school’s activities 
adjustment to the psychophysical needs of a particular child, hence it should account 
for the information from all specialists who work with the child and from the parents, it 
ought to be “an author’s plan including learning content, methods and forms of work in 
particular, or in all subjects or educational areas” (Ministry of National Education, 2010). 

It has been postulated to employ career counselors, who will deal with the co-
ordination of activities within the In-School Systems of Vocational Guidance10, in all 
lower secondary schools. Their purpose should not only involve making it possible 
for students to learn about jobs off ered by the labor market, but also learning about 
requirements that need to be met when applying for a certain post and, most of all, the 
development of awareness concerning one’s own talents, qualifi cations and interests. 
Their task includes, in particular: assistance with education and career planning, gath-
ering, updating and making educational and vocational information available, show-
ing students, parents and teacher additional sources of information, giving students 
and parents individual advice, running group activation classes, preparing students for 
conscious career planning and taking up a vocational role, supporting students and 
teachers in guidance activities, cooperating with the board of teachers in the scope of 

 9  Regulation of the Minister of National Education and Sport of 12 February 2002 on the framework curricula 
in public schools, Journal of Laws of 2002 No. 15, item 142.

10  Regulation by the Minister of National Education of 17 November 2010 on the rules of organizing and provid-
ing psychological and pedagogical assistance in state nursery schools, schools and establishments, Journal 
of Laws No. 228, item 1487.
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ensuring uninterrupted activities of the in-school guidance system and cooperating 
with institutions that support this system.

c)  Vocational education at post-compulsory level

The aim of vocational education is preparing those in education for life under the condi-
tions of contemporary world, for working and active functioning within the changing 
labor market.

The task of school and other entities that run vocational education and the way of 
their completion are conditioned by changes in the economic and social environment, 
particularly impacted by: the idea of economy based on knowledge, economic and 
social processes globalization, growing share of international trade, geographical and 
vocational mobility, new techniques and technologies and the growth of employers’ 
expectations in the area of employees’ knowledge and skills level.

Vocational education is implemented in secondary schools: basic vocational school, 
secondary technical school and post-secondary school. Students fulfi l the curriculum 
act that is modifi ed depending on the individual limitations of a student. General vo-
cational education – broadens the range of knowledge and skills in accordance with 
the student’s interests and talents, leading to professional work. Learning in a basic 
vocational school prepares the student for taking up a job on the basis of the certifi cate 
that confi rms his/her professional qualifi cations.

In schools that are not of vocational character, according to the regulation by MEN 
of 21 March 200111, the so called internal guidance system was created, through which 
students may gain support in the recognition of their own competences, skills and 
vocational predispositions.

The selection of occupation is important for every man; however, it is a particularly 
crucial life decision for people with SEN. As a rule, they encounter more problems with 
the optimal choice of occupation than the healthy ones. People with SEN usually have, 
though in a diverse scope and degree, a limited work capacity due to lowered functional 
ability of the body, which causes that it is more diffi  cult for them to evaluate their oc-
cupational abilities and position on the labor market on their own. Taking wrong or 
random vocational decision entails much more serious consequences for people with 
SEN than for the healthy ones. Since they are exposed to needless eff ort connected 
with obtaining professional qualifi cations, which is not fruitful as regards the chance 
of taking up a job. As a result, the disappointment and stress caused by it may lead to 
giving up further vocational rehabilitation and vocational activity. It is worth pointing 
out the fact whether the student is aware of his/her health condition, or is able to 
demonstrate his/her own advantages, or rather has a tendency to deprecate himself/

11  Regulation of Minister of National Education of 21 March 2001 on the conditions and method of assessing, 
classifying and promoting pupils and students, and conducting examinations and tests in public schools.
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herself and that the technological progress and future occupations, may change the 
existing contraindication to performing particular jobs. Whether the student is able to 
keep distance to his/her, sometimes unreal, ideas of future vocational goals. The general 
rule when selecting an occupation is to match the kind of job to the psychophysical 
condition of the candidate. It would be ideal if the selected occupation (activity, kind 
of work) agreed with his/her interests and intellectual abilities. It is worth emphasiz-
ing that the fi nal decision regarding future planning is up to the student and his/her 
parents. Moreover, it must be remembered that as regards methodological and edu-
cation completion/work performance contraindications, solely the so called industrial 
medicine doctors, not career counselors, are authorized to adjudicate. It must be kept 
in mind that the student with special educational needs is also a talented one. The work 
of a career counselor with the talented student may consist in developing interests and 
work motivation, shaping creative thinking, shaping personality in the area of work, 
supporting personal development, developing the student’s talents as a source of vo-
cational competences. Systematic and continuous work of career counselors/vocational 
teachers-guides with students, including those with special educational needs, leads 
to the creation of a coherent labor market. Thanks to the creation of new chances of all 
students’ vocational development, their potential, which is knowledge and skills, will 
be better used. It is particularly important from the point of the modern labor market 
and economy based on knowledge.

Vocational education at special vocational schools proceeds according to a set 
school profi le. Both in Poland and in other European countries, a cycle of broad-profi le 
ending with a specialization module, is used in vocational education. Broad-profi le 
profession enables a wide area of employment, creating the basis for multi-direction 
specialization in the course of vocational work, and allows retraining and gaining ad-
ditional professions. 

Vocational education is mostly off ered at two levels: the level of special and basic 
vocational schools, whose graduates get the title of a qualifi ed worker or an apprentice 
in some occupations, and the level of special vocational secondary technical schools, 
the completion of which provides professional qualifi cations at the secondary level 
(a technician) (Otrębski, 2007). Those schools’ graduates are prepared for the open 
labor market and supported employment.
1. Special vocational and basic vocational schools are adjusted (in terms of curricu-

lum and organization) to the needs and intellectual-physical capabilities of youths 
with disabilities. Special vocational and basic vocational secondary schools can be 
organized as independent institutions, or as integral parts of other educational 
institutions. They can also be set up in healthcare institutions. The student is able to 
achieve a diploma certifying his/her professional skills. These schools are meant for 
the youth with mild and moderate level of intellectual disability and are designed 
to provide special circumstances of work preparation and achieving professional 
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qualifi cations. They are open to graduates of special lower secondary schools for the 
youth aged 16 – 18 (in some cases even for 21 or 24 year-olds). Depending on the 
type of school, the course of study lasts from 2 to 5 years and comprises two stages 
of diff erent curriculum, as well as contact with vocational practice: general social 
and vocational training (1 or 2 years) and profi led vocational training (2–3 years). 

 • Work preparation schools are intended for students with moderate or severe 
intellectual disability and for students with multiple disorders with the option 
of extension up to the age of 24. A graduate from a work preparation school 
receives a school-completion and job-training certifi cate. No further schooling 
is anticipated after completion of such a school. Learning in such schools should 
prepare the student to carry out the activity of working within the sheltered 
(supported) employment (sheltered workshops, occupational workshops, oc-
cupational therapy workshops) 

 • Training and rehabilitation centers are mainly meant for people with physical 
disability. They fulfi l the task of social and vocational rehabilitation through 
the following activities: organization and maintenance of social infrastructure 
providing accommodation and catering for participants of such trainings; the 
organization and maintenance of didactic infrastructure; organization of di-
agnostic tools making it possible to carry out comprehensive evaluation of 
psychological and physical abilities in the aspect of professional opportunities; 
providing proper staff  and conditions to conduct social and treatment rehabili-
tation with special emphasis on the degree and type of disability.

Practical classes and training periods are important components of vocational edu-
cation. The quality of practical education is largely determined by didactic facilities. 
Practical education may be carried out:
• in practical classes labs,
• in school workshops,
• in Centers for Practical Education, 
• in Centers for Continued Education,
• at the employer’s.

Professional development of the disabled includes almost their entire lives and leads 
to obtaining qualifi ed professional work. The employment took up by graduates boils 
down to two forms (Majewski, 1995): employment in the open labor market and em-
ployment under special conditions. A disabled person can accept employment on com-
petitive terms. In regular production plants, service industry, agriculture and institu-
tions, they may be employed on the same terms and work in the same conditions as 
able-bodied workers. The only privileges that a disabled person has in this case follow 
from the general regulations of their employment, i. e. shorter work time, longer leaves, 
doing the job only during the day, adjustment of work station.
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The disabled may also work under proper conditions with the help of a professional as-
sistant or a supporting investor (Mikulski, 1994). Proponents of this form of employment 
emphasize that it is relatively less costly and fulfi ls such a crucial, in recent times, condi-
tion of social integration. It is also possible to set up one’s own business or agricultural 
activity. Having a business or running agricultural activity is a chance for work, mainly 
for the disabled who live in areas with a very high rate of unemployment, or in small 
localities where chances of fi nding a job are little. However, this type of employment 
requires from the disabled person many additional, both vocational and soft skills.

Conclusions

The reform of education serves the facilitation of education procedures for the youth 
with special educational skills, in order to guarantee them better access to employment 
in adult life. Vocational work is a primary developmental task and right of a human 
being, as well as the source of quality of life, thus, the state ought to make eff orts, and 
through proper legal regulations, favor and facilitate the professional career of the 
disabled, the preparation for which starts at the stage of preschool education and is 
continued throughout the whole life.
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