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Abstract
Despite increased efforts to widen participation in post-secondary education, inequalities in educational participation among disabled students persist. Although inclusion policies have sought to promote equal educational opportunities, limited research has examined how post-secondary participation varies according to disability status, disability type, gender, and the period following completion of secondary education. This study therefore examines patterns and differences in post-secondary education participation among students with and without disabilities in Sweden between 2018 and 2020. The main research question is: How did post-secondary education participation vary by disability status or type and gender between 2018 and 2020? 
Further, the study adopts the capability approach as the theoretical framework adopting a quantitative research design using data on students who participated in post-secondary education during the period 2018-2020. Descriptive statistics were used to examine participation patterns by disability status, type, gender, and year. Inferential statistical analyses, including one-way ANOVA and a paired-samples t-test, were used to examine differences in participation across the first three years following completion of secondary education and changes between the first and third years.
The findings indicate that participation in post-secondary education increased across the disability and gender groups examined between 2018 and 2020. Participation was consistently higher among students without disabilities than among disabled students, while female students generally recorded higher participation rates than male students. The one-way ANOVA showed that differences in participation across the first, second, and third years following completion of secondary education were not statistically significant, F(2, 15) = 2.20, p = .145. However, the paired-samples t-test indicated a statistically significant increase in participation between the first and third years, t(13) = −6.93, p < .001. Descriptive comparisons further revealed variation in participation across disability types and gender with gender differences differing across disability categories. Overall, the findings highlight persistent disparities in post-secondary participation and demonstrate the importance of considering disability status, disability type, gender, and the timing of educational transition when examining inequalities in post-secondary education participation.
Introduction
Disability has historically contributed to educational exclusion through inadequate access and support across education systems (Lid, 2026). Despite the expansion of inclusive education policies, disabled students continue to face barriers to participation and educational progress (Stefánsdóttir & Björnsdóttir, 2016). Post-secondary education is particularly important because it can strengthen employment opportunities and social participation (Pandey, 2021). Widening participation therefore requires more than formal access; it requires conditions that enable disabled students to participate on an equitable basis.
Disability is a complex, multidimensional phenomenon understood and constructed differently across social, cultural, and historical contexts. The barriers experienced by people with disabilities can restrict their full and equal participation in society (Moriña & Carnerero, 2020). Therefore, inequalities in educational participation should be understood not only in relation to individual impairments but also to the opportunities and barriers within education and wider s
The right to education provides basis for addressing these inequalities. Internationally, Article 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities recognises the right of persons with disabilities to education without discrimination (Lid, 2026). In Sweden, inclusion, equality, respect for diversity, and protection from discrimination are central curriculum principles. Schools are expected to promote empathy, understanding, and dignity for all learners, including those with disabilities (Skolverket,2026). These principles are particularly important during the transition from secondary education to post-school life (Pandey, 2021).
Despite these policy commitments, inequalities in educational participation persist. Research has often focused on stigma, perceptions, and disabled students' educational experiences, with less attention to differences across disability categories (Akin & Huang, 2019). Since disability is not a homogeneous category, students may face different barriers and support needs. Besides, treating disability as a single category may obscure important participation differences (Keung & Ho, 2020).  Further, gender may also intersect with disability to shape distinct participation patterns (Moriña & Carnerero, 2020), highlighting the need to examine these dimensions together.
The scale of disability further demonstrates the importance of this issue since 28.4% of the people with disabilities within the EU risk exclusion (European Commission, 2025). Ensuring equitable educational opportunities here extends beyond education to social justice. Nevertheless, despite increasing policy attention to inclusion, knowledge about the participation and educational trajectories of disabled students remains limited (Madaus et al., 2018).
Therefore, the capability approach, associated with Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, provides a useful theoretical perspective for examining these inequalities. Rather than focusing only on whether students have access to educational resources, the capability approach considers whether individuals have genuine opportunities to achieve outcomes they can value (Keung & Ho, 2020). Sen distinguishes between functionings, which refer to what a person does or is, and capabilities, which refer to the real opportunities or freedoms a person must achieve (Jandhyala, 2021). Capabilities therefore concern substantive freedoms and opportunities to live a reasonable and valued life (Barros & Diniz, 2025).
The capability approach theory is particularly relevant to disabled students because equal provision of educational resources does not necessarily result in equal opportunities to participate (Nef et al., 2023). Inclusion can also be understood in capability terms as the opportunity to participate fully in social, intellectual and personal life while experiencing belonging (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023). Thus, examining participation rates across disability status, type, gender, and the period following secondary education provides an opportunity to identify differences in the educational opportunities.
Against this background, this study examines patterns and differences in post-secondary education participation among students with and without disabilities in Sweden between 2018 until 2020. Further, the study specifically examines differences by disability status, type, gender, and year of participation after secondary school through the capability approach theory lens.
Theoretical Framework
This study is grounded in the capability approach, primarily associated with Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum. This theory provides a critical framework for examining educational inequality by shifting attention from equal access to resources towards whether individuals have genuine opportunities to achieve valued outcomes (Jandhyala, 2021). It recognises that socio-cultural and institutional conditions affect how individuals convert resources into meaningful opportunities (Keung & Ho, 2020).
The central distinction is between capabilities and functionings. Functionings refer to what individuals achieve or are, while capabilities represent the substantive freedoms and opportunities to pursue valued functionings (Jandhyala, 2021; Barros & Diniz, 2025). In education, this distinction highlights that access to post-secondary education does not necessarily ensure equal opportunities to participate, succeed, or progress. Participation may therefore reflect both individual choices and the conditions that enable or constrain choices (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023).
Sen views education as a means of expanding capabilities, agency, and freedom rather than simply providing resources (Keung & Ho, 2020). Nussbaum extends this perspective by emphasising central human capabilities and governments’ responsibility to secure minimum thresholds consistent with human dignity (Jandhyala, 2021). Together, these perspectives frame equitable educational participation as an issue of social justice rather than formal access alone (Hart & Brando, 2018).
The capability approach is particularly relevant to post-secondary transitions. Contextual capability and academic ability can support progression into further education, but these opportunities are shaped by broader institutional and social conditions (Keung & Ho, 2020). For students with disabilities, inaccessible environments, limited support, and institutional practices may restrict the conversion of resources into educational opportunities (Madaus et al., 2018). Thus, differences in participation should not be attributed to disability alone but understood in relation to the conditions shaping students’ opportunities and inclusion (Barros & Diniz, 2025).
Inclusion aligns closely with the capability approach because it emphasizes opportunities for participation, belonging, and engagement in socio-cultural life (Biagiotti et al., 2026). Post-secondary participation can therefore be viewed as an important dimension of inclusion and a pathway to valued educational and future outcomes (Keung & Ho, 2020).
In this study, the capability approach is used as a theoretical lens rather than a direct measurement framework. Participation rates are not treated as measures of individual capabilities but as indicators of potentially unequal educational opportunities. This perspective supports examining differences by disability status, disability type, gender, and time after secondary education, while considering the social and educational conditions that enable or constrain participation.
Research Problem:
Despite efforts to promote inclusive access to post-secondary education, disabled students may continue to experience inequalities in educational participation (Carballo et al., 2019). However, limited attention has been given to how participation varies across disability status, type, gender, and the period after secondary education. Examining these patterns is important because differences in participation may reflect unequal educational opportunities and barriers to further education. This study therefore investigates patterns and statistically significant differences in post-secondary education participation across disability and gender groups in the first three years after secondary education.
Aim
This study aims at examining patterns and differences in post-secondary education participation among students with and without disabilities in Sweden between 2018 and 2020. Specifically, the study examines variation in participation by disability status, type, and gender and changes in participation during the first three years after secondary education.
Research question
How did post-secondary education participation vary by disability status or type, and gender between 2018 and 2020?
Secondary Research Questions
1. Did post-secondary education participation differ significantly across the first three years following completion of secondary education?
2. Did post-secondary education participation change significantly between the first and third years following completion of secondary education?
3. How did post-secondary education participation vary across different disability types?
4. What patterns of disparity in post-secondary education participation can be identified across disability types and gender?
Literature Review
The Capability Approach and Educational Participation
Swedish educational policy emphasises equal educational opportunities and inclusion for students with diverse needs (Skolverket, 2026). However, formal equality does not necessarily ensure equal opportunities to participate in post-secondary education. Disabled students may experience different educational, social, and institutional conditions that affect their access to and participation in further education (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023). The capability approach is useful for examining these differences by shifting attention from equal resource distribution to whether individuals have genuine opportunities to convert resources into valued outcomes (Jandhyala, 2021).
Individuals may not benefit from the same resources in the same way (Nef et al., 2023). Additionally, educational transitions are shaped by structural and contextual factors which influence students' opportunities to pursue post-secondary education (Keung & Ho, 2020). For disabled students, institutional practices, accessibility, social attitudes, and available support may further shape participation (Lid, 2026). Thus, educational inequality should be considered not only in terms of formal access but also the conditions that enable or constrain participation.
Sen distinguishes between capabilities, the genuine opportunities or freedoms to achieve valued outcomes, and functionings, what individuals achieve or do (Jandhyala, 2021). Applied to post-secondary education, participation can be understood as a functioning, while capability concerns whether students have genuine opportunities to participate (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023). Nussbaum extends this perspective by arguing that individuals should have access to minimum thresholds of central capabilities necessary for a life consistent with human dignity (Jandhyala, 2021). Further, this is particularly relevant to disability because equal treatment does not necessarily produce equitable outcomes (Riddle, 2020). Thus, lower participation among students with disabilities should not automatically be attributed to lower aspirations or individual limitations but may reflect differences in the conditions through which educational capabilities are developed and converted into participation (Keung & Ho, 2020).
The capability approach also supports examining gender as a dimension of educational inequality. Social structures, including gender, can influence access to resources and opportunities (Nef et al., 2023), while educational expectations may vary by gender across contexts (Keung & Ho, 2020). Disability and gender may therefore interact to produce different participation patterns (Moriña & Carnerero, 2020). Examining gender within disability categories enables this study to identify whether participation patterns differ between female and male students and across disability types.
Further, this theory is as well relevant to social inclusion. Education can support socio-cultural, intellectual, and personal participation, while educational institutions may also reproduce existing inequalities (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023). Educational quality should therefore be considered not only through academic outcomes or retention but also through participation and equitable opportunities (Hart & Brando, 2018). This supports treating participation as an important educational outcome.
However, the capability approach has limitations. Capabilities are difficult to define and measure because there is limited agreement on how they should be evaluated (Bartolomei et al., 2024). Jandhyala (2021) similarly highlights challenges in relating different forms of education to capabilities such as senses, imagination, and thought. These limitations are relevant to this study because participation rates capture observed educational outcomes but do not directly measure individual capabilities or experienced barriers. Participation differences are therefore interpreted as indicators of unequal educational outcomes rather than direct measures of capability
Educational Opportunities and Participation
Post-secondary education is increasingly important for individuals’ long-term educational, economic, and social opportunities (Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2019). For students with disabilities, it can support employment, inclusion, and personal development (Biagiotti et al., 2026). However, equitable participation remains challenging despite efforts to widen educational opportunities (Carballo et al., 2019).
Particularly, this is relevant when disability is understood through a social and relational perspective. Disability may arise through interactions between impairment and societal barriers that restrict full and equal participation (Lid, 2026). Stigma, disclosure concerns, and limited understanding within education can also affect students’ experiences (Biagiotti et al., 2026). The transition from secondary to post-secondary education is therefore a period in which educational opportunities may expand or become constrained (Keung & Ho, 2020).
Participation immediately after secondary education may not capture the full transition, as some students enter post-secondary education later. Examining participation over three years can therefore provide a more complete picture of educational pathways, particularly for students with disabilities (Keung & Ho, 2020). Accordingly, this study examines participation across the first three years after secondary education and whether it changes between the first and third years.
Educational Inequality Across Disability and Gender
Research consistently identifies inequalities in educational participation between students with and without disabilities (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023). Disabled students remain underrepresented though in post-secondary education and may experience lower completion rates despite increased enrolment, suggesting that expanding access alone may not ensure educational equality (Bettencourt et al., 2022; Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2019).
The Swedish context further highlights the need to examine these inequalities. Statistics Sweden (2023) reports greater educational challenges among children with disabilities and long-term health problems, but national evidence does not show how these challenges translate into post-secondary participation. Examining participation by disability status and type can therefore provide a more differentiated understanding of educational pathways.
Disability is not a homogeneous category, and participation may vary according to socioeconomic circumstances and educational expectations (Moriña & Carnerero, 2020; Wells, 2026). Disability may as well interact with broader structural and educational conditions rather than operate as a uniform predictor of outcomes (Keung & Ho, 2020). Examining disability types therefore helps identify differences that aggregate comparisons may obscure.
Gender provides an additional dimension of inequality. Gender and disability can influence social positions and access to resources, while educational expectations may also differ by gender across contexts (Nef et al., 2023; Keung & Ho, 2020). Examining gender within disability categories may therefore reveal patterns not evident when disability is considered alone (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023).
From a Capability Approach perspective, these disparities should not be attributed solely to individual characteristics but considered in relation to the conditions that enable or constrain genuine educational opportunities. Inclusion requires addressing barriers to access and participation (Ainscow, 2019), while accessibility is central to educational equity (Azmoodeh et al., 2023). Moreover, equality of opportunity does not necessarily produce equality of outcomes (Smeplass et al., 2024), and education can both promote inclusion and reproduce inequalities (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023). Examining participation across disability type, gender, and time is therefore important for assessing how educational opportunities are experienced in practice.
Research gap and relevance to the study
The literature shows that post-secondary participation among students with disabilities depends on more than formal access to education. The Capability Approach highlights how resources are converted into genuine educational opportunities, while research on educational inequality emphasises disability, gender, social context, and accessibility (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023). However, disability is heterogeneous, and participation may vary across groups and circumstances.
Further, less attention has been given to how participation changes during the period following secondary education. Focusing only on overall enrolment may therefore obscure differences in the timing of educational transitions. This study addresses this gap by examining post-secondary participation among students with and without disabilities in Sweden between 2018 and 2020, focusing on disability type, gender, and participation during the first three years after secondary education.
The Capability Approach provides the theoretical lens for interpreting these patterns. Participation rates are not treated as direct measures of capability but as indicators of potentially unequal educational opportunities and the conditions that enable or constrain participation (Keung & Ho, 2020; Riddle, 2020). This study therefore contributes empirical evidence on educational inequalities while recognising the broader social and institutional conditions shaping participation. The following section presents the methodology used to examine these patterns.
Methodology
Research Design
This study employed a quantitative, explanatory, non-experimental research design using national register data from Statistics Sweden (SCB, 2024). It examined patterns and differences in post-secondary education participation among students with and without disabilities in Sweden between 2018 and 2020, focusing on disability status, disability type, gender, and participation during the first three years following secondary education. A quantitative design was appropriate for analysing numerical data, identifying participation patterns, and assessing whether observed differences were statistically significant (Boeren, 2018).
Further, the study was non-experimental because it used existing register data without manipulating variables or assigning participants to groups. Non-experimental designs examine naturally occurring variables and relationships and therefore cannot establish causal relationships (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The analysis can identify differences and associations in participation but cannot demonstrate that disability caused these differences. Instead, the observed disparities may reflect broader social, institutional, and educational conditions.
The study was theoretically informed by the capability approach, which provided a framework for interpreting educational participation in terms of individuals’ real opportunities to pursue valued educational outcomes (Riddle, 2020). Participation was not treated as a direct measure of capability; rather, differences in participation may indicate unequal opportunities to convert educational resources and support into further educational pathways (Keung & Ho, 2020). Thus, the capability approach informed the interpretation of the findings rather than functioning as a variable in the statistical analysis.
Relatedly, consistent with a social model understanding of disability, the study primarily uses the term “students with disabilities”, while “disabled students” is used where appropriate. Both terms recognise that disability-related inequalities may arise not only from impairment but also from social and institutional barriers to participation (Shaw, 2025).
Population and Data Source
The study used national register data from Statistics Sweden (SCB, 2024). The population of interest comprised students with and without disabilities represented in the available register data for 2018–2020. Defining the target population is important for clarifying the group to which findings are intended to apply (Albers, 2017). Therefore, the analysis focused specifically on post-secondary education participation.
The primary outcome variable was post-secondary education participation, measured as the percentage of students participating within relevant groups and periods. Disability status was the main grouping variable, with further analysis by disability type where available. Gender was examined as an additional grouping variable, while year was used to assess changes in participation over time. These variables corresponded directly to the research questions and provided the basis for examining participation differences by disability status, disability type, and gender, as well as changes across the study period.
Hypotheses
The hypotheses were developed from the research questions and informed by the capability approach, which suggests that differences in social and educational conditions may shape students’ opportunities to participate in post-secondary education. Hypothesis testing provides a systematic basis for determining whether observed differences are statistically significant rather than likely to reflect random variation (Kotronoulas et al., 2023).
The study tested the following hypotheses:
H1₁: Post-secondary education participation differs significantly across the first three years following completion of secondary education.
H0₁: There is no statistically significant difference in post-secondary education participation across the first three years following completion of secondary education.
H1₂: Post-secondary education participation changes significantly between the first and third years following completion of secondary education.
H0₂: There is no statistically significant change in post-secondary education participation between the first and third years following completion of secondary education.
H2: Post-secondary education participation differs significantly across different disability types.
H0₂: There is no statistically significant difference in post-secondary education participation across different disability types.
The gender-related research question was examined primarily through descriptive comparisons because the available data and analytical structure did not provide a basis for a separate hypothesis test of gender effects. Gender differences were therefore interpreted as patterns of disparity rather than as evidence of a causal gender effect.
Data Preparation and analysis
Before analysis, the dataset was screened and prepared to ensure its suitability for the statistical procedures. Missing, non-numerical, and unsuitable entries were identified, and observations that could not be used in a particular analysis were excluded. Appropriate statistical procedures are important for producing reliable results and reducing potential bias (Saharan et al., 2024). The data were then organised by disability status, disability type, gender, year, and post-secondary participation. Careful data preparation is particularly important when using existing datasets, as inconsistencies can affect the accuracy and reliability of subsequent analyses (Mweshi & Muhyila, 2024).
The analysis was guided by the research questions, measurement levels, and data structure. Descriptive statistics were first used to examine participation patterns by disability status, type, gender, and year. Percentages, tables, and graphs were used to compare groups and illustrate changes between 2018 and 2020. Descriptive statistics were particularly useful for identifying variations across disability types and gender that may not be evident through significance testing alone (Yusup et al., 2019).
Inferential statistics were used to assess whether selected differences in participation were statistically significant. They use sample data to draw conclusions about a population (Yusup et al., 2019). A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) examined whether participation differed across the first, second, and third years after secondary education. ANOVA is appropriate for comparing means across more than two groups when its assumptions are reasonably satisfied (Delacre et al., 2019).
A paired-samples t-test examined whether participation changed between the first and third years, complementing the overall comparison provided by the ANOVA. A one-way ANOVA was also used to compare disability types where sufficient numerical data were available. Independent-samples t-tests were used for relevant two-group comparisons. Non-numerical or unsuitable observations were excluded from the relevant analyses, reducing the available information and requiring caution when interpreting the findings (Saharan et al., 2024).
Further, the significance level for inferential analyses was set at α = .05. A p-value below .05 was interpreted as evidence against the null hypothesis, whereas a p-value equal to or greater than .05 was interpreted as insufficient evidence to reject the null hypothesis. The p-value indicates the probability of observing data at least as extreme as those obtained, assuming the null hypothesis and relevant statistical assumptions are true (McShane et al., 2024). Interpretation therefore follows the conventional distinction between statistical significance and non-significance. Importantly, statistical significance does not by itself establish the magnitude, practical importance, or causality of an observed difference.
Relationship Between Research Questions and Statistical Analysis
	Research question/s
	              Main analysis

	Main research question: How did post-secondary education participation vary by disability status or type, and gender between 2018 and 2020?
	· Descriptive statistics, percentages, tables and graphs

	1. Did participation differ significantly across the first three years following completion of secondary education?
	· One-way ANOVA

	2. Did participation change significantly between the first and third years following completion of secondary education?
	· Paired-samples t-test

	3. How did post-secondary education participation vary across different disability types?
	· Descriptive statistics and one- way ANOVA plus

	4. What patterns of disparity in participation can be identified across disability types and gender
	· Descriptive statistics and graphical analysis


Overall, the methodological approach combines descriptive and inferential analyses to identify participation patterns and assess differences across disability status, type, gender, and time. The quantitative findings provide empirical evidence of participation patterns, while the capability approach frames their interpretation in relation to students’ educational opportunities. Participation may indicate opportunities to pursue valued educational pathways and convert educational resources into further opportunities (Biagiotti et al., 2026). However, it is not a direct measure of capability, as participation rates cannot capture the broader social, economic, institutional, and individual conditions shaping educational opportunities.
Results
Participation by disability
The study aims at examining patterns and differences in post-secondary education participation among students with and without disabilities in Sweden between 2018 and 2020 by answering the following questions:
First, are the results to the main question; How did post-secondary education participation vary by disability status or type and gender between 2018 and 2020? Here, the results indicate that overall participation across all four groups during the examined three-year period increased among all students male and female both with and without disabilities as portrayed below in the table and graph below.

Table 1: Students’ participation in percentage by disability status and gender from 2018-2020 in the table and graph below.

	Year
	Female students         Female students
Without disabilities    with disabilities

	Male students without disabilities
	Male students without disabilities                     

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	2018	 53
	               44
	44
	  38

	2019                            63
	               54
	53
	45

	2020                            68
	               59
	57
	50

	Total                           184
	              157
	154
	133









Table1 above present the percentage numbers of students participating in post-secondary education by gender and disability status between 2018 and 2020 showing an increase across all four groups during the three-year period. Among female students without disabilities, the number of participating students increased from 53% in 2018 to 63% in 2019 and 68% in 2020. A similar upward trend was observed among female students with disabilities, with participation increasing from 44% in 2018 to 54% in 2019 and 59% in 2020. Even among male students, participation also increased over the period, from 44% to 53% and 57% students among those without disabilities, and from 38% to 45% and 50% students among those with disabilities in 2018, 2019 and 2020, respectively.
Disability patterns
Across all three years, participation was higher among students without disabilities than among students with disabilities for both females and males. Among female students, the participation gap remained constant at 9 percentage points, while among male students it ranged from 6 to 8 percentage points. These findings indicate a consistent descriptive gap in post-secondary participation between students with and without disabilities throughout the observation period.


Gender patterns
Female students consistently recorded higher participation than male students in both disability groups. Among students without disabilities, female participation exceeded male participation by 9 percentage points in 2018, 10 in 2019, and 11 in 2020. Among students with disabilities, the corresponding differences were 6, 9, and 9 percentage points consecutively. Although participation increased for both genders, female students consistently recorded higher participation across the three-year period.
Participation in Post-Secondary Education
Does participation in post-secondary education differ significantly across the first three years following completion of secondary education?
H0: Null Hypothesis
There is no statistically significant difference in post-secondary education participation across the first three years following completion of secondary education.
H1: Alternative Hypothesis
There is a statistically significant difference in post-secondary education participation across the first three years following completion of secondary education. 
Table 2:  Anova: Single factor
	SUMMARY
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Groups
	Count
	Sum
	Average
	Variance
	
	
	

	Within 1 year
	6
	54
	9
	4,4
	
	
	

	Within 2 years
	6
	62
	10,33333
	5,066667
	
	
	

	Within 3 years
	6
	71
	11,83333
	6,966667
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	ANOVA
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Source of Variation
	SS
	df
	Ms
	F
	p-value
	F-Crit
	

	Between groups
	24,11111
	2
	12,05556
	2,200811
	0,145177
	3,68232
	

	Within groups
	82,16667
	15
	5,477778
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	106,2778
	17
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



To examine whether post-secondary education participation differed across the first three years following completion of secondary education, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted using an alpha level of .05. The analysis in table 2 compared participation outcomes across three periods: within one year, within two years, and within three years after secondary education. This specific data was drawn from students pursuing specialised courses in adult education between 2018 and 2020.
Descriptively, mean participation increased across the three periods. The mean participation score was 9.00% (SD = 2.10) within the first year, increasing to 10.33% (SD = 2.25) within the second year and 11.83% (SD = 2.64) within the third year. Thus, the descriptive results indicate an upward pattern in participation over the three-year period.
However, the one-way ANOVA indicated that the differences between the three periods were not statistically significant, F(2, 15) = 2.20, p = .145. Because the p-value was greater than the predetermined significance level of .05, the null hypothesis was not rejected. Therefore, there was insufficient statistical evidence to conclude that participation in post-secondary education differed significantly across the first, second, and third years after secondary education. Overall, the findings indicate a descriptive increase in mean participation over the three-year period; however, this observed increase did not reach statistical significance at the .05 level.
Participation across different groups
Does participation in post-secondary education change significantly between the first and third years across different disability groups represented in the sample?
H₀ 
There is no statistically significant difference in participation in post-secondary education between the first and third years across disability groups.
H₁ 
There is a statistically significant difference in participation in post-secondary education between the first and third years across disability groups.
Table 3: t-Test: Paired Two-sample for Means
	 
	Variable 1
	Variable 2
	

	Mean
	39
	54,92857
	

	Variance
	148
	118,8407
	

	Observations
	14
	14
	

	Pearson-correlation
	0,727346
	
	

	Hypothesized mean difference
	0
	
	

	df
	13
	
	

	t-Stat
	-6,93213
	
	

	P(T<=t) one-tailed
	5,17E-06
	
	

	t-critical one-tailed
	1,770933
	
	

	P(T<=t) two-tailed
	1,03E-05
	
	

	t-critical two-tailed
	2,160369
	 
	



In table 3, a paired-samples t-test was conducted to examine whether participation in post-secondary education differed between the first and third years following completion of secondary education. The analysis was based on 14 matched observations representing female and male students across seven disability categories: dyslexia, deafness, hearing loss, medical impairments, neurodevelopmental impairments, psychiatric disabilities, and language impairments. Mean participation increased from 39.00 students (SD = 12.17) in Year 1 to 54.93 students (SD = 10.90) in Year 3, representing a mean difference of 15.93 students.
The difference between the two time points was statistically significant, t(13) = −6.93, p < .001, two-tailed. The null hypothesis, which stated that there was no statistically significant difference in post-secondary participation between Year 1 (variable 1) and Year 3 (variable 2), was therefore rejected. The findings provide evidence that participation was significantly higher in Year 3 than in Year 1 among the disability groups represented in the paired observations. This result indicates a significant difference in participation over the period examined, although it does not by itself establish why the difference occurred.
Disparities in participation by Disability type and Gender
To examine patterns of disparity in post-secondary participation, the analysis compared participation rates across different disability types and gender over the three-year period from 2018 to 2020. The analysis focused on identifying which disability groups had the highest and lowest participation rates and, within each disability group, whether participation differed between female and male students. The analysis therefore sought to identify whether disability groups demonstrated relatively higher or lower levels of post-secondary participation and whether these patterns varied by gender.

	Disability type
	Female participation (%)
	Male participation (%)
	gender    differences (percentage points)

	
	
	
	

	Dyslexia
	56
	44
	12

	Deaf
	68
	32
	36

	Language impairment
	38
	62
	24

	Psychiatric disability
	56
	44
	12

	Note: All figures above are in percentage form.
	
	
	


Table 4: Descriptive comparison from 2018-2020




Table 5: Post-secondary participation by disability type and gender, 2018–2020



Disability type and Gender comparisons:
Differences between disability groups 
· Deaf students have the highest female participation (68%). 
· Language impairment has the lowest female participation (38%). 
Gender differences within disability groups 
· Female participation is higher for dyslexia, deafness, and psychiatric disability. 
· Male participation is higher for language impairment. 
Magnitude of the gender difference 
· The difference is particularly large for deaf students (36 percentage points). 
· It is smaller for dyslexia and psychiatric disability (12 percentage points).

In table 4 & 5, the descriptive results indicate differences in post-secondary participation across disability types and gender. Female participation was higher than male participation in three of the four disability groups examined. Among students with dyslexia, female participation was 56%, compared with 44% among males, representing a difference of 12 percentage points. Among deaf students, female participation was 68%, compared with 32% among males, resulting in the largest gender difference of 36 percentage points. Similarly, among students with psychiatric disabilities, female participation was 56%, compared with 44% among males, also representing a difference of 12 percentage points.
In contrast, students with language impairment showed a different pattern. Male participation was 62%, compared with 38% among females, representing a difference of 24 percentage points. Thus, female participation was higher among students with dyslexia, deafness, and psychiatric disabilities, whereas male participation was higher among students with language impairment. This indicates that the gender pattern was not consistent across the disability groups.
The magnitude of the gender differences also varied across disability types. The largest difference was observed among deaf students, at 36 percentage points, followed by students with language impairment, at 24 percentage points. The smallest differences were observed among students with dyslexia and psychiatric disabilities, at 12 percentage points each. These descriptive patterns indicate that differences in participation varied according to both disability type and gender.
The mean participation across the four disability categories was 54.5% for females and 45.5% for males, giving an overall difference of 9 percentage points between the two gender groups. However, these means represent the unweighted average of the four disability-group percentages and should therefore be interpreted as descriptive averages rather than overall participation rates for the entire sample.
Taken together, the descriptive results suggest a pattern in which gender differences in post-secondary participation vary across disability types. In particular, the direction of the gender difference changes for students with language impairment, where male participation exceeds female participation. The findings therefore indicate variation in participation across the intersection of disability type and gender. These descriptive results do not, however, establish whether the observed differences are statistically significant.

Participation changes upon completion of secondary school education

To what extent does post-secondary participation change between the first and third years following completion of secondary education?

H₀: There is no statistically significant difference in post-secondary participation between the first and third years following completion of secondary education.

H₁: There is a statistically significant difference in post-secondary participation between the first and third years following completion of secondary education. 


Table 6: t-Test: Paired two-sample for Means

	 
	Variable 1
	Variable 2

	Mean
	39
	54,92857

	Variance
	148
	118,8407

	Observations
	14
	14

	Pearson - correlation
	0,727346
	

	Hypothesized mean difference
	0
	

	df
	13
	

	t-Stat
	-6,93213
	

	P(T<=t) one-tailed
	5,17E-06
	

	t-critical one-tailed
	1,770933
	

	P(T<=t) two-tailed
	1,03E-05
	

	t-critical two-tailed
	2,160369
	 



In table 6, a paired-samples t-test was conducted to examine whether post-secondary participation changed between the first and third years after secondary education. The analysis compared 14 matched observations representing female and male students across seven disability categories. Mean participation increased from 39.00% in the first year to 54.93% in the third year, representing an increase of 15.93 percentage points. The paired-samples t-test indicated that this increase was statistically significant, t(13) = −6.93, p < .001 (two-tailed). Therefore, the null hypothesis that there was no significant change in participation between the first and third years was rejected. The results indicate a statistically significant increase in post-secondary participation over the period examined.

There was a statistically significant difference in post-secondary participation between the first and third years following completion of secondary education. Because the mean increased from 39.0% to 54.93%, the direction of the difference indicates an increase in participation. Importantly, the hypothesis test establishes that there is evidence of a difference; the descriptive means establish that the difference is an increase. The mean participation as well across the matched disability-type and gender categories increased significantly between the first and third years.


Discussion
Disability, Educational Participation and Unequal Opportunities
The findings show a consistent descriptive gap in post-secondary participation between students with and without disabilities from 2018 to 2020. Although participation increased across all groups, the gap remained, suggesting that rising overall participation did not necessarily remove unequal educational opportunities.
Similarly, this pattern is relevant to the capability approach, which distinguishes formal access from substantive opportunities to achieve valued outcomes. Riddle (2020) emphasises real opportunities rather than access to resources alone, while Jandhyala (2021), drawing on Nussbaum, identifies education as a central capability that should be available to all. The continued participation gap may therefore indicate that formal educational opportunities are not experienced equally by students with disabilities.
However, the findings do not demonstrate that disability itself causes lower participation. As a non-experimental study, the research cannot establish causality or explain the mechanisms underlying the observed differences. Participation may instead reflect interacting educational, social, and individual conditions (Moriña & Carnerero, 2020). Educational initiatives can support equitable participation (Stefánsdóttir & Björnsdóttir, 2016), while disability is also shaped by the interaction between impairment and societal barriers (Lid, 2026). The findings should therefore be interpreted as evidence of unequal participation patterns rather than individual deficits.
More so, participation is an important, but incomplete, indicator of educational equality. Hart and Brando (2018) argue that educational quality should include participation, empowerment, and equitable opportunities, while Pandey (2021) highlights the wider employment and social benefits of higher education. However, increased enrolment does not necessarily indicate successful inclusion, as disabled students may experience lower completion rates despite increased participation (Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2019). Thus, participation statistics reveal important inequalities but cannot, on their own, establish whether educational opportunities are genuinely equitable.
Participation Over the Three -Year Transition
The analysis of participation during the first three years after secondary education indicated an upward descriptive trend. Mean participation increased from 9.00% (SD = 2.10) in the first year to 10.33% (SD = 2.25) in the second year and 11.83% (SD = 2.64) in the third year. However, the one-way ANOVA did not identify a statistically significant difference across the three years, F(2, 15) = 2.20, p = .145. Accordingly, the null hypothesis was not rejected.
The distinction between the descriptive and inferential findings is important. Although the increasing percentages suggest a possible pattern of gradual participation over time, the non-significant ANOVA does not provide sufficient statistical evidence to conclude that participation differed across the three years. The observed increase should therefore be interpreted cautiously rather than be treated as evidence of a confirmed temporal effect. The limited analytical sample may have reduced the statistical power of the analysis, and a larger sample could perhaps provide stronger evidence of whether participation changes systematically during this transition period.
From a Capability Approach perspective, this descriptive pattern remains theoretically relevant because educational opportunities may be realised at different points in time. Immediate participation after secondary education may therefore not fully capture students’ longer-term opportunities to pursue further education. Nussbaum’s emphasis on minimum capability thresholds highlights the responsibility of educational systems to create conditions that enable fundamental capabilities, including education (Jandhyala, 2021). The findings therefore suggest that participation measured at a single time point may provide an incomplete picture of educational opportunity, supporting the value of examining transitions over a longer period.
Year 1 to Year 3: Evidence of Later Participation
The paired-samples analysis provides stronger evidence of change when the first and third years are compared directly. Participation increased from 39.00% in Year 1 to 54.93% in Year 3, representing a mean increase of 15.93 percentage points. The paired-samples t-test indicated a statistically significant difference, t(13) = -6.93, p < .001.
This finding suggests that participation among the matched disability groups represented in the analysis was considerably higher by the third year. Importantly, this result complements rather than contradicts the ANOVA finding. The ANOVA examined differences across three periods simultaneously, whereas the paired test specifically examined the change between Year 1 and Year 3. The results therefore suggest that the difference may become more apparent over a longer transition period than when the three years are considered together.
Further, the findings also challenge the assumption that educational transition is primarily an immediate move into post-secondary education. Post-secondary education can support social inclusion, independence, and future opportunities, yet barriers to participation remain (Biagiotti et al., 2026), with continuing inequalities affecting disabled students’ educational pathways (Bettencourt et al., 2022; Wells, 2026). The observed increase over three years may therefore indicate that some students enter post-secondary education later, although the data cannot establish why.
The capability approach offers one possible interpretation. Students may have formal access to educational resources but differ in their ability to convert them into participation because of socioeconomic and other contextual conditions. Education can promote inclusion while also reproducing inequalities (Rasse & Sevilla, 2023). Therefore, delayed participation should not automatically be interpreted as individual choice or deficit, as it may reflect differences in the conditions enabling students to exercise educational opportunities. However, this study cannot determine whether delayed participation results from institutional barriers, personal circumstances, or other factors.
Disability Type, Gender and Intersecting Patterns
The findings show why disability should not be treated as a homogeneous category. Female participation was higher among students with dyslexia, deafness, and psychiatric disabilities, while male participation was higher among those with language impairments. The largest gender difference occurred among deaf students (36 percentage points), compared with 24 points among students with language impairments. These contrasting patterns indicate that gender does not operate uniformly across disability categories.
Further, this supports the view that gender and disability can shape educational opportunities in different ways (Nef et al., 2023), while gender may also influence educational expectations and opportunities (Keung & Ho, 2020). The findings therefore suggest that disability status alone may conceal important variation within the student population.
Relatedly, the capability approach further emphasizes the conditions that enable individuals to convert resources into valued functionings. Access to resources does not necessarily provide equal capability to use them effectively (Riddle, 2020). Different disability types may involve different support, accessibility, and institutional needs, which may also intersect with gender. However, the dataset does not sufficiently capture these mechanisms; the observed gender differences should therefore be interpreted as descriptive patterns rather than causal effects.
More so, substantial variation across disability groups also highlights the limitations of aggregate disability statistics. Capabilities are difficult to define and measure, including the potential for different capabilities to be clustered or prioritised (Bartolomei et al., 2024). Moreover, equitable access involves more than formal availability, including accessibility and the practical conditions required to reach opportunities (Azmoodeh et al., 2023). Hence, equal provision does not necessarily result in equal participation.
Implications for educational Equity
Taken together, the findings indicate that post-secondary participation should be understood as a process rather than only as an immediate outcome following secondary education. The persistent participation gap between students with and without disabilities, the increase between Year 1 and Year 3, and the variation across disability types and gender all point towards a complex pattern of educational inequality.
Smeplass et al. (2024) emphasize the distinction between equality of opportunity and equality of outcome, while Carballo et al. (2019) demonstrate that inclusion in higher education remains challenging for students with disabilities. The findings of this study support this distinction: increasing participation does not necessarily result in equal distribution educational opportunities. Similarly, from a capability approach perspective, the central issue is therefore not simply whether students participate, but whether they have genuine opportunities to pursue educational pathways they value.
Overall, the findings provide evidence of important disparities in post-secondary education participation while also demonstrating that these disparities vary according to time, disability type, and gender. The capability approach helps interpret these differences as potentially reflecting unequal conditions for converting educational resources and rights into real opportunities. Nevertheless, because the study relies on existing register data and a non-experimental design, the findings cannot establish the specific causes of these disparities. 						
Limitations of the study
Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, dataset preparation required excluding non-numerical entries and observations outside the study’s variables and research questions. Although necessary for analysis, these decisions reduced the number of observations and may have affected representativeness. The findings should therefore be interpreted cautiously, particularly regarding generalisability to the wider population of Swedish students. In addition, categorising capabilities, functionings, and their indicators involves subjective judgements (Bartolomei et al., 2024).
A further limitation is the small analytical samples. The ANOVA included six observations per period, while the paired-samples t-test included 14 matched observations representing seven disability categories across female and male students. Small samples reduce statistical power and limit reliable assessment of assumptions such as normality. The use of aggregated percentage data also prevents examination of individual-level variation. Therefore, the findings should be understood as patterns within the available data rather than evidence applicable to all students with disabilities.
Further, the selection of statistical procedures also presented challenges, particularly in matching tests to the data structure and assessing assumptions such as homogeneity of variance. Alternative statistical approaches therefore had to be considered, reflecting challenges that can arise among researchers with less extensive statistical experience (Darna et al., 2024).
Finally, the reliance primarily on quantitative literature limited the theoretical interpretation of the capability approach. Qualitative and conceptual research could have provided greater insight into students’ lived experiences and educational opportunities, but methodological consistency required a narrower literature base. Consequently, the study identifies participation patterns and differences but cannot fully explain the experiences or underlying mechanisms shaping participation among students with disabilities.
Conclusion
This study examined post-secondary education participation among students with and without disabilities in Sweden, focusing on disability type, gender, and participation during the three years following secondary education. The findings showed variation by disability status, disability type, gender, and time. Although students with disabilities generally had lower participation, participation increased over the period examined. Differences between disability groups were considerable, while gender patterns varied across disability categories.
From a capability approach perspective, participation should be understood not only as an educational outcome but also in relation to the conditions enabling individuals to pursue valued educational pathways. Differences in participation may reflect unequal opportunities to convert educational resources and support into actual participation. The significant increase between the first and third years also suggests that transition to post-secondary education is not necessarily immediate. Variation across disability and gender further highlights the need to avoid treating students with disabilities as a homogeneous group.
Further, this study contributes to a more differentiated understanding of post-secondary participation across disability and gender groups over time. However, the small analytical samples and aggregated percentage data limit generalisability and prevent causal conclusions about the factors underlying the observed differences.

Future Research
Future research using larger individual-level datasets should examine how institutional conditions, gender, and disability-related barriers shape educational pathways and participation over time. Such research could also explore how educational systems can expand the capabilities and opportunities of students with disabilities. 
Overall, the findings may help educational policymakers and practitioners identify participation inequalities and groups that may require additional support.
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Appendix A: Cleaned Analytical Dataset
The dataset presented in this appendix represents the cleaned analytical dataset used for the statistical analyses. Observations containing non-numerical entries or falling outside the scope of the research questions were excluded during data preparation (SCB, 2024).
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Post-secondary education participation by disability status & gender
Annual numbers in percentage of participating students from 2018 to 2020

Female students with disabilities	2018	2019	2020	53	63	68	female students without disabilities 	2018	2019	2020	44	54	59	Male students with disabilities	2018	2019	2020	44	53	57	Male students without disabilities	2018	2019	2020	38	45	50	
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Students who have started post-secondary education, by time elapsed since previous education, educational pathway, gender, and disability.

Students who have commenced post-secondary education by gender and type of disability

Those who qualified for post-secondary studies through general courses at folk high schools during the years 2018–2020 combined.

Field of 

education

Gender in 1 year in 2 years in 3 years in 1 yearIn 2 years in 3 years in 1 year in 2 years in 3 years in 1 year in 2 year in 3 years

Without a disability women 53 63 68 43 50 54 6 9 11 8 9 11

Men 44 53 57 34 41 43 6 10 12 7 8 9

with a disability women 44 54 59 31 38 43 4 7 10 12 14 16

Men 38 45 50 25 30 33 5 9 12 9 10 11

Dyslexia women 44 54 61 30 38 44 4 8 10 14 15 17

Men 34 40 46 24 28 31 5 8 11 5 6 8

Deaf women 38 50 56 6 6 13 19 25 25 13 19 19

Men 19 25 25 19 19 19 0 6 6 0 0 0

Hearing loss women 31 38 54 31 31 46 8 8 15 0 8 8

Men 20 40 60 10 20 30 0 0 20 10 20 20

Medical impairmentwomen 45 53 62 29 35 41 6 9 12 14 16 19

Men 46 55 58 31 35 39 8 14 15 10 11 11

Neurodevelopmental disorderwomen 40 48 53 28 34 38 3 6 8 11 13 14

Men 37 43 48 23 27 30 5 8 12 11 12 12

Psychiatric disabilitywomen 49 60 65 36 44 49 4 8 10 11 14 16

Men 40 50 54 26 35 38 6 9 12 9 10 12

Language impairmentwomen 35 40 55 20 30 40 5 5 20 15 15 20

Men 68 72 72 52 56 56 12 16 20 12 12 12

The figures have been rounded to the nearest multiple of 5. Figures of 7 or fewer have been marked with a double dot; percentages based on figures of 7 or fewer have also been marked with a double dot.

Rounding may result in the total not always matching the subtotals.

In conjunction with this publication, revisions are also being made to the data in this Excel table regarding the transition to post-secondary studies.

The reason for this is that the number of eligible students varies for various reasons depending on both when and how the population data is compiled; in particular, the population figures may differ for the most recent years of eligibility.
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