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Abstract
Disablement is a complex social phenomenon in contemporary societies, reflected in disability policies oriented towards
contrasting paradigms. Fraught with ambivalence, disability raises dilemmas of classification and targeted supports. Para-
doxical universalism emphasizes that to achieve universality requires recognizing individual dis/abilities and particular
contextual conditions and barriers that disable. Myriad aspects of educational and disability policies challenge both con-
ceptualization and realization of universal policies, such as compulsory schooling, with widespread exclusion or segrega-
tion prevalent. Resulting tensions between providing support and ubiquitous stigmatization and separation are endemic,
and particularly evident during life course transitions that imply shifting memberships in institutions and organizations.
Particularly visible among disabled youth, school-to-work transitions are fundamentally challenged by contrasting poli-
cies, institutional logics, and institutionalized organizations. Analyzing institutional logics facilitates understanding of the
lack of coordination that hinders successful transitions. Examining such challenges in the United States and Switzerland,
we compare their labor markets and federal governance structures and contrasting education, welfare, and employment
systems. Whereas lacking inter-institutional coordination negatively impacts disabled young adults in the United States,
Switzerland’s robust vocational education and training system, while not a panacea, does provide more coordinated sup-
port during school-to-work transitions. These two countries provide relevant cases to examine ambivalence and contesta-
tion around the human right to inclusive education as well as the universality of the right (not) to work.
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1. Introduction: Situating Disablement in
School-to-Work Transitions

Compulsory schooling during childhood and youth, and
commodified work during adulthood, have come to con-
stitute the core principles of a “normal” life course in
most contemporary societies yet cannot be taken for

granted in the case of disabled people. If educated citi-
zenry are the foundation of a democracy, they also repre-
sent the basis of a nation’s economy because skill forma-
tion is crucial not only for formulating political values but
also for working in complex organizations. Compulsory
schooling laws were originally enacted to socialize na-
tional citizens and to ensure the preparation of future
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workers (Heidenheimer, 1997). By offering free public ed-
ucation and making it compulsory, democratic nation-
states acknowledge the intimate relationship between
education and citizenship (Marshall, 1950/1992, p. 16).
At the nexus of industrializing nation-states, forceful so-
cial movements and growing citizenship rights, mass
schooling arosewith the cultural ideologies of the nation-
state (e.g., Boli, Ramirez, & Meyer, 1985). Global ide-
als are more powerful than ever in “schooled societies”
(Baker, 2014) in which schooling increasingly determines
individual identities and life chances.

Although special education programs have fostered
integration into education systems and provide supports
to access curricular contents, children and youth with
recognized impairments or special educational needs
(SEN) are routinely stigmatized and separated or segre-
gated from their peers—this constituting much of their
disablement (Powell, 2011/2016). Their school-to-work
transitions are especially challenging, as comparisons of
transition outcomes from the United States (Haber et al.,
2016) and Europe (Halvorsen & Hvinden, 2018) empha-
size. The focus on transitions between schooling and
vocational education and training (VET) and labor mar-
kets is driven by the importance of success in mastering
these transitions for life chances. The factors bearing on
transitions are complex. Learning opportunities provided
within environments of schooling, VET programs, and
firms foster development. The information and support
youth receive from state programs andwithin their social
networks facilitate transitions, even as gatekeepers’ re-
cruitment behavior adds bias in the face of “institutional
discrimination” (Gomolla & Radtke, 2002). Individualmo-
tivation, competencies, and decision-making are crucial
(see Ludwig-Mayerhofer et al., 2019).

At macro and meso levels, institutions and organiza-
tions that constitute the adjoining spheres of education
andwork are central to constructing disability categories.
These determine who is eligible for targeted support and
services—and impact which youth become (classified
as) disabled. Organizations are embedded in contrast-
ing “institutional logics” (Aldrich & Ruef, 2006; Friedland
& Alford, 1991; Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012),
with individuals needing to adapt to these sets of val-
ues, ideals, and practices that provide meaning to daily
activities. Logics and the challenges of inter-institutional
coordination, we argue, are particularly salient as indi-
viduals (attempt to) transition from school to work, as
these institutional logics demand of individuals different
kinds of performances. The supports provided also differ
markedly. In educational policies, tensions between the
need for the provision of learning opportunities andwell-
being in schooling, and the ever-present risk of stigmati-
zation via “negative classification” (Neckel & Sutterlüty,
2005) are endemic. Receiving specific supports and spe-
cial services may be viewed positively or negatively, es-
pecially when an official classification is required, de-
scribed as the “resource-labeling-dilemma” (Füssel &
Kretschmann, 1993). Welfare state institutions structure

the ambiguous and ambivalent disability classification
systems and their categories. Access to a need-based dis-
tribution system as a substitute for a work-based distri-
bution system involves institutions favoring official med-
ical or legal knowledge and standards to classify impair-
ments and (chronic) illnesses, and consequently peo-
ple, representing a “distributive dilemma” (Stone, 1984)
in policymaking.

At the intersection of schooling, VET, and work, we
argue, the contrasting, even competing, logics guiding
education and work institutions and organizations be-
come starkly evident. Neither stakeholders nor individu-
als seem adept at negotiating or mastering contradictory
institutionalized ideas, norms, and regulations in these
major institutions that shape so much of our contempo-
rary life courses. Thus, we here analyze these competing
institutional logics and uncover the paradoxical universal-
ism in disability policies impacting school-to-work transi-
tions, exemplified by the contrasting cases of the United
States and Switzerland.

Facilitating our comparative analysis, these two coun-
try cases have federal governance structures and liberal
labor markets but contrasting education, welfare, and
employment systems. Our process of social inquiry fol-
lows the case studymethod (Ragin, 1992).We intertwine
our in-depth knowledge, gained through numerous prior
research projects, of the cultures and structures of US
and Swiss educational, welfare, and employment insti-
tutional arrangements (e.g., Powell, 2011/2016; Tschanz,
2017). We link ideas and evidence in a collaborative pro-
cess and present the characteristics of these country
cases, aiming for meaningful “theoretically structured
descriptions of the empirical world” (Ragin, 1992, p. 225).
We examine educational and social policies and their
underlying characteristics of universalism versus selec-
tivism with regard to the construction of “kinds” of per-
sons via official categories, their provisions and insti-
tutionalized organizations, and outcomes. Furthermore,
we discuss the contrasting macro regimes and institu-
tional logics driving these (sub)national education and
social systems and challenges faced within two fed-
eral countries.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Paradoxical Universalism and Dilemmas of
Disability Classification

Disability policies in education and employment as well
as in social protection are characterized by paradoxical
universalism and dilemmas resulting from disability clas-
sification and categories that often stigmatize individu-
als and groups even as they benefit from targeted poli-
cies and programs. Universalism is a polysemic concept
having contrasting meanings within the academic field
of social policy research (Stefánsson, 2012). Indeed, re-
cent research proposes to acknowledge and investigate
“varieties of universalism” (Anttonen & Sipilä, 2014, p. 3)

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 1, Pages 155–167 156



or to use the paradoxical term “universalisms” (Künzler
& Nollert, 2017, p. 9). When applied, the ambiguity of
the term universalism manifests itself, particularly, we
argue, when analyzing classifications and categories of
impairment, disability, and special (educational) needs
which are themselves contested and dynamic concepts
when applied to individuals because of the environmen-
tally contingent nature of disablement as a social and po-
litical process (see, e.g., Verbrugge & Jette, 1994). The
most common definition of universalism would require
the theoretical and practical applicability to all members
of one kind (Stefánsson, 2012). However, “disabled peo-
ple” or “people with disabilities” are overarching cate-
gories of diverse groups that reflect the relationality and
context-dependence of disability in various institutions
and organizations as in society more generally—and
throughout the life course (Powell, 2003). Classificatory
concepts of kinds of people continuously and sometimes
rapidly morph (Hacking, 1999), emphasizing the impor-
tance of historical analyses of often ambivalent mean-
ings of dis/ability categories. These are embedded in di-
verse disability policies and programs, originating in dif-
ferent eras, that reflect often contrary models of disabil-
ity, from deficit orientation to human rights (see, e.g.,
Maschke, 2008).

In fact, classical contributions to disability studies
emphasize that disability is a universal human condi-
tion that affects every human being to a certain degree
over their life course (Zola, 1989). Yet, instead of an ad-
vancing universalism, institutional arrangements in edu-
cation and employment do not counteract disablement
but have rather been built upon ideas of disability as
bodily, mental, and social deviance, with policies ori-
ented to a mythical yet influential notion of the “nor-
mal life course” (Powell, 2003; Priestley, 2000). In many
contemporary societies, educational inequalities have
decreased with regard to access, participation, and at-
tainment, such as in terms of gender (Hadjar & Becker,
2009). “Normalcy” in adulthood among men was long
associatedwith commodifiedwork (Polanyi, 1944/2001),
whereas for women this is increasingly associated with
labor force participation along with unpaid reproduc-
tive activities (Becker-Schmidt, 2010). However, regard-
ing disability these associations are much more precari-
ous and contradictory since people with a wide variety
of perceived impairments and disabilities are often stig-
matized and excluded from both productive as well as re-
productive activities (Waldschmidt, 2010, p. 49). Unlike
other characteristics, continuous growth and differenti-
ation of disability classification has led to a large, highly
diverseminority group, to be understood as representing
ubiquitous human variation (Schriner & Scotch, 2001).

Firstly, the massive expansion of education at all lev-
els has made most education systems more inclusive,
with compulsory schooling the most universalistic pol-
icy in most countries. However, within that increasingly
inclusive context, special education serves an ambiva-
lent role: Historically, it ensured participation for many

pupils previously entirely excluded from formal educa-
tion, yet it also accomplished this by diverting pupils with
recognized SEN into lower-status and often spatially dis-
tinct learning spaces. Special education, especially when
it is offered in segregated or separated settings is per
se anti-universalistic. Indeed, the existence of such struc-
tures calls the inclusivity of the entire educational system
into question—in stark contrast to the mandate of the
UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities
(UN-CRPD), now ratified by almost all countries, but not
the United States. The 50 US education systems retain
an institutional logic of “separation” with special classes
within general schools. The German-speaking countries
maintain a logic of “segregation”—evidenced by their
ubiquitous segregated special schools—in the Länder of
Germany and Austria and in the Swiss Kantone/cantons
(see section 3.2). Special facilities or special classes
are dependent on the classification of a certain group
of pupils as deviant or “abnormal.” Paradoxically, this
approach, under the guise of widening access to in-
clude all children and youth, has historically been as-
sociated with an anti-universalistic, targeted distribu-
tion of “special” or additional resources (Richardson &
Powell, 2011, p. 76). To be labelled as being a pupil “with
SEN” often coincides with the provision of special re-
sources to cover specific identified learning needs be-
yond the usual provisions of a particular school setting.
However, school segregation continues to lead to lower
educational achievement and further disadvantage in
school-to-work transitions—incompatible with the hu-
man right to inclusive education (Blanck, in press; Pfahl,
2011). Thus, this trade-off of being officially classified
and labeled to get special resources has been called
a “resource-labeling-dilemma” (Füssel & Kretschmann,
1993). However, theories claim that this dilemmamay be
mitigated by the universalization of the provisions to en-
tire inclusive learning groups or schools. Such universal
provision requires considerable, sustained resources. Yet
even among highly inclusive Nordic societies there are
differences, with Iceland and Finland having high classi-
fication rates, whereas Sweden avoids specific SEN cate-
gories (Powell, 2011/2016).

Secondly, the dimension of social protection in adult-
hood mirrors this educational dilemma. Disability bene-
fits for young adults are also per se anti-universalistic and
selective because in modern capitalist states “normal”
adulthood is associated with a work-based distribution
system. The allocation into a need-based distribution sys-
tem is dependent on the medical-legal classification of a
certain group, which is provided by the validation device
of the societal knowledge about individuals (Stone, 1984,
p. 21). The welfare state intertwines this medical-legal
classification with a special resource allocation system
(Tschanz, 2015). “Disability” has the function of a “cate-
gorial resolution,” as individuals are classified as deviant
from the norm within a work-based distribution system
andprovidedwith access in a need-based distribution sys-
tem to compensate their recognized needs (Stone, 1984,
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p. 21). This dilemma could be mitigated by the recogni-
tion of the needs of the whole population and the recog-
nition of disability as a universal human condition (Zola,
1989). Such universal recognition would require a consid-
erable change in the culture-specific perception of “nor-
malcy” and a “normal life course.” Flexibilization would
allow for more permeable understandings of all human
beings as inherently fragile and needy beings whose ca-
pabilities and needs change over the life course. Such an
approach would prevent the perception of disabled peo-
ple as being different, and having their collective needs
pitted against other societal groups (Zola, 1989, p. 19).

In social policy research, questions around universal-
ism often target the distribution of provisions to secure
a “socially acceptable standard of living independently
of market participation” (Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 37).
Yet labor market participation is tenuous for many dis-
abled people, and prevalent exclusion from work comes
with huge material disadvantages, reduced social partic-
ipation, and vilification (Waldschmidt, 2011, p. 71). This
is the reason most collective actors representing the in-
terests of disabled people demand sustainable integra-
tion in commodified work seen as a precondition to
full recognition and citizenry (Waldschmidt, 2011, p. 71).
Therefore, for disabled people, alongside the right not
to work, the right to engage in paid employment is valu-
able (Grover & Piggott, 2015). Ideally, engagement in the
world of work has the characteristics of gainful employ-
ment (Kronauer, 2018).

However, current liberal democracies with capital-
ist market economies cannot provide universalistic an-
swers in absolute terms to both of these rights. As
Dahrendorf (2000, p. 1067) argues, an individual’s free-
dom not to work is an important liberal principle. Only
authoritarian regimes execute(d) policies of forced and
compulsory labor. Western liberal democracies have
rather built welfare states that provide some degree
of de-commodification (Esping-Andersen, 1990). On the
other hand, the universal right to gainful employment is
something liberalism cannot enforce (Dahrendorf, 2000,
p. 1067). Inherent to the process of selling people’s labor
as a “fictitious commodity” (Polanyi, 1944/2001), there
is a cleavage between the societal goal of inclusion and
the employer’s freedom to select the most “productive”
workers (Nadai & Canonica, 2019). Liberalism cannot en-
force the universality of the former because it attaches
remarkable importance to the latter. However, some lib-
eral democracies have placed the other right—freedom
not to work—under serious threat due to a new form
of authoritarianism consisting of rigid workfare policies
and a relentless hunt for cases of welfare fraud, making
tighter control measures inevitable (Dahrendorf, 2000, p.
1067). Classification provides access to some options for
negotiating the world of work; however, less so in work
than in education can the state aim for universalistic poli-
cies and programs (Maschke, 2008). Examining the con-
trasting institutional logics regarding education andwork
helps understand why.

2.2. Neo-Institutionalism, Logics, and Inter-Institutional
Coordination of Education and Work

Institutions are “stable designs for chronically repeated
activity sequences” (Jepperson, 1991, p. 145). These
designs come in various forms, and social life unfolds
within them following various logics. Thornton and
Ocasio (2008, p. 101) define institutional logics as “so-
cially constructed, historical patterns of material prac-
tices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which
individuals produce and reproduce their material subsis-
tence, organize time and space, and provide meaning to
their social reality.” This institutional logic approach fo-
cuses on the consequences of institutional characteris-
tics in shaping organizations and the individuals acting
in them, accordingly; conversely, individuals and organi-
zational actors also participate in evolving institutional
logics—linking institutions and action as well as struc-
tures and processes (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 100).
Conceptualizing such logics, Friedland and Alford (1991)
emphasize that the bureaucratic state, the capitalist mar-
ket, and democracy are key institutional sectors, each
with its own distinct logic, that operate together as an
inter-institutional system.

The existence of contrasting institutional logics
and institutionalized organizations fundamentally chal-
lenges universal social policies, visible especially at inter-
institutional transition points, such as young adults’
school-to-work transitions. Policies like compulsory
schooling or social assistance exist in many countries
(World Bank, 2019). Usually policies focus on one stage
of life, with few, such as job coaching (Pfahl, 2011) and
employment counseling (Blanck, in press), facilitating
interaction or supporting individuals in transitioning
between life course phases. If institutions of educa-
tion and work exhibit important similarities relating to
dis/ability, they also have significant differences in their
logics, which, we argue, result in their (lack of) inter-
institutional coordination.

The institutional logics of schooling and employment
are ideationally driven by conceptions of achievement
and performance. However, whereas the aim of school-
ing is to foster and compensate via learning opportuni-
ties to develop knowledge and skills, employment sup-
port is provided to enable individuals to apply their
knowledge and skills to achieve certain tasks. In the
normative dimension, the values and orientations of
professions in determining goals and relevant activities
but also in adjudicating who may provide appropriate
support—whether in schools, employment agencies, or
in firms—exemplifies an overarching logic across institu-
tions. Finally, in the regulative dimension, the logic is one
of additional resources and specialized assistance to ac-
cess the curriculum or the world of work.

Having explicated conceptions of institutional log-
ics, we now address various ideal-typical dimensions
of the institutions of education (schooling) and work,
comparing Switzerland and the United States. Following
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DiMaggio and Powell (1983) and Scott (2013), we analyze
institutionalization processes that reflect ideas (cultural-
cognitive), standards (normative) and policy (regulative)
mechanisms that drive reproduction and change. Each of
these dimensions suggests a different rationale for legit-
imacy, either by virtue of being legally sanctioned (regu-
lative), morally governed (normative), or culturally sup-
ported (cognitive). In the cultural-cognitive dimension,
we can identify the ideal in both institutions as achieve-
ment (performance), the expectation held for individu-
als (more or less meritocratically). Aligned with this is
the dis/ability paradigm, extending across institutional
boundaries of education andwork: amythical binary sug-
gesting “normality”—whether as an idealized pupil or
worker—that could be contrasted with supposed “abnor-
mality.” Whose performances and achievements suffice
and whose do not is, however, context-dependent.

The highly problematic notion of ab/normality has
been unmasked and critiqued for decades; it is an im-
portant strand of work within disability studies (see,
e.g., Davis, 1997). Specifically, in terms of classifica-
tion and categories applied to defining human “kinds”
(Hacking, 1999) a range of clinical and legal con-
cepts exists. These demonstrate contrasting institu-
tional logics: Whereas in education (besondere päda-
gogische Bedürfnisse/besoins éducatifs spécifiques) are
defined mainly in medical, psychological, and educa-
tional terms, in work the main category is a binary de-
fined in medical and legal terms of “un/employability”
(Invalidität/invalidité). For such categories of “abnormal”
people, over centuries, professions have established ex-
pert claims and organizations have developed to address,
serve, and control these groups. Often, being considered
“abnormal” due to cumulative disadvantages has led to
segregation in special schools, workhouses or asylums
(Richardson & Powell, 2011).

Despite recent emphasis on lifelong learning, the fo-
cus of education remains on schooling in childhood and
up to young adulthood, with compulsory schooling last-
ing through the teenage years, followed by vocational
education and postsecondary education. The world of
work dominates adulthood, ideal-typically stretching
from a person’s twenties to their sixties and beyond.
Compulsory schooling has become a fully universal pol-
icy in most societies (Boli et al., 1985), yet special
education diffused everywhere increasingly over the
past century to ensure that pupils with recognized im-
pairments, disabilities, and illnesses could take part to
varying degrees, in publicly-provided schooling (Powell,
2011/2016). The target groups for employment policies
are largely demand-driven, depending on sector, occu-
pation, and local labor market conditions. Expectations
of employment have become more inclusive of persons
with disabilities previously excluded, also due to the ef-
fective universalization of schooling that conveyed cer-
tificates based on their participation and achievement.
Despite higher qualification levels as a group, disabled
people attain less education relative to other groups.

For disabled people who routinely face tenuous com-
mitments to their equalized opportunities, a society’s
collectivist or individualistic direction bears significantly
on forms and rates of participation (see Richardson &
Powell, 2011, Chapter 4). Nevertheless, in the dimen-
sion of resource provision—whether expectations or
responsibilities—states and families provide (more or
less) support and inputs to ensure the provision of learn-
ing opportunities. By contrast, in employment, it is indi-
viduals who are expected to contribute to the production
of products and services (outputs). Turning to the orga-
nizational forms, there are diverse kinds of schools and
more or less inclusive classrooms in education as well as
diverse firms and state-financed organizations—such as
sheltered workshops—in employment sectors.

Finally, in the regulative dimension, in governance,
states vary in their de/centralization, in turn determin-
ing how much autonomy school systems and individ-
ual schools have to address the challenge of inclu-
sion given local conditions. Labor markets, too, differ
considerably, evident in varieties of capitalism, social
policy provisions, and political economies (Ebbinghaus
& Manow, 2001; Hall & Soskice, 2001). In regulatory
terms, the state assumes first-order functions of con-
trol and funding of schooling, including the accredita-
tion and hiring and firing of teachers in public schools,
but has second-order functions in employment, such
as quota regulations. Thus, across the different dimen-
sions of institutions—cultural-cognitive, normative, and
regulative—important similarities and differences exist
between schooling and work (see Table 1).

2.3. Challenges and Opportunities during Transitions
from School-to-Work

Transitions from educational settings to labor markets
can principally take three paths. Firstly, there is the pos-
sibility of a transition directly into that segment of the
labor market completely governed by market forces in
the form of a sustainable integration in commodified
work (Waldschmidt, 2011, pp. 69–71). Such a transition
requires pupils who have been (comprehensively) em-
powered by the educational system to function and be
competitive within markets reflecting an employment
logic. Here the idea of individual performance and ex-
pectations held for individuals (more or less meritocrati-
cally) can be directly transformed from education to the
myriad of firms and other work organizations. Cultural-
cognitively, stigmatizing labels of ab/normality must be
avoided, since meta-analyses indicate that participation
in inclusive education increases the likelihood of la-
bor market integration compared to special education
(EASNIE, 2018). In the normative dimension, resource
provision could be resolved and the “resource-labeling-
dilemma” in education mitigated by universalizing ad-
equate resource provision to entire learning groups or
schools—resolving the need to identify “abnormality,”
with numerous (un)intended consequences. In the regu-
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Table 1. Institutional dimensions of education and work.

Education (schooling) Work

Cultural-cognitive dimension

Ideal (expectation of individuals) Achievement (performance)

Dis/ability paradigm Individual deficit versus “normality”

Classification system (categories) Pedagogical, psychological, medical; medical-legal;
“special educational needs” “un/employability”

Normative dimension

Life stage childhood; youth (often extended adulthood
to 18, 21 or 25 years of age)

Target group universal demand-driven (depends on
(compulsory schooling) sector, occupation, local labor

market conditions)

Resources: expectations, state provides resources (inputs) individuals contribute to the
responsibility supporting learning opportunities production of products and

of individuals services (outputs)

Organizational form(s) diverse school types (classrooms) diverse firms and state-financed
organizations

Regulative dimension

Governance state market
(variance: de/centralized) (types of labor market)

Regulation (state) first-order function second-order function
(control & funding) (e.g., quota regulations)

lative dimension, universalizing such transitions requires
the possibility to legally sanction individuals or firmswho
try to negate the idea of individual performance differ-
ences or discriminate against those who do not manage
to sufficiently react to market demands.

Secondly, transitions are possible into organiza-
tions having characteristics of a quasi-commodification
(Waldschmidt, 2011, p. 69), allowing labor market up-
take of those unable to compete within pure markets
due to functional limitations or impairments—or be-
cause of mismatch between employer expectations and
youth qualifications. However, such quasi-markets may
solidify lacking competencies due to special programs
that are often stigmatizing. Here the interconnected
principles of individual learning opportunities, expecta-
tions, and school performance are not transferable to
employment, evident in mostly failed bureaucratic at-
tempts to provide effective transition support (Blanck,
in press; Pfahl, 2011). Rather, the powerful norms
stemming from deficit-oriented, within-individual mod-
els of disability that view disabled people as “abnormal,”
even “incompetent” (see Jenkins, 1998) is transferred
into labor markets. This occurs simultaneously with on-
going education expansion, which paradoxically stigma-
tizes less-educated youth more than ever (Solga, 2005).
Sheltered workplaces are characterized by irrefutable

ambivalences, since they enable access to some employ-
ment for those not considered competitive in the pri-
mary labor market, while they also segregate, with nega-
tive effects on participants’ educational levels, social net-
works, income levels, and social prestige (Hassler, 2017).
In the regulative dimension, employers are legally sanc-
tioned if they do not fulfill their obligations to recruit and
employ disabled employees (given quota regulations).
Often, then, financial penalties are partly used to finance
quasi-commodification in support programs and employ-
ment beyond the primary labor market.

Thirdly, pathways exist in the realm of coordinated
market economies that support gradual and stepwise la-
bor market integration. Such bridges often integrate VET
programs that are hybrids, containing elements of both
education and employment institutions and providing
platforms for continuous (re)negotiation between insti-
tutional logics of education and work. Busemeyer and
Trampusch (2012) emphasize that the political economy
of (vocational) education systems mirrors the overall po-
litical economy of labor markets. A stepwise labor mar-
ket integration enables successful transitioning to com-
modified work of youth as it ideally enhances the match
between employer expectations and youth qualifications
and facilitates accumulation of formalized skills and em-
ployment experiences in early adulthood. In the regula-
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tive dimension, such a transition requires sophisticated
inter-institutional coordination in the governance of ed-
ucation and labor market institutions.

In sum, institutionalized differences in how and
when youth transition affect their learning opportunities
and their experience levels, and interest development
throughout their careers. In transitioning´ between the
institutional spheres of education and work, individuals
must be flexible, managing conflicting demands that de-
rive from the above-delineated contrasting institutional
logics. Grounding the relational conceptions and contin-
gent classification processes of dis/ability and their con-
sequences with empirical material, we turn now to the
contrasting case studies: United States and Switzerland.

3. Case Studies of Inter-Institutional Coordination and
Paradoxical Universalism

3.1. United States

Learning opportunities and skill formation have become
increasingly valued public goods, relied on for social and
economic development as well as for democratic gover-
nance. While compulsory attendance affirmed the goal
of participation of all school-age children, it also spec-
ified the rules for the exemption of those deemed “in-
educable” or “disabled”: Developments in special educa-
tion reflect changes in these rules of access to, and pas-
sage through, schooling over a century of decreasing ex-
clusion from public provision of learning opportunities
(Richardson & Powell, 2011). As the emergent mass edu-
cational system in theUnited States reflected heightened
standards for education and evolving conceptions of citi-
zenship, the rise of special education changed the dialec-
tical relationships between in/educability, ab/normality,
and dis/ability. Over many decades, special educators
elaborated their profession, specializing on types of stu-
dent dis/ability most often based on statistically derived
and psychometric definitions of ab/normality and intelli-
gence. From the beginning, such cultural ideologies and
models, inscribed in educational policies, affected which
children were classified disabled and schooled in mostly
segregated special education, if at all. The spread of spe-
cial education, gradually at first, resulted in the concomi-
tant establishment of special classes and schools tomeet
these newly acknowledged needs and rights of disabled
and disadvantaged students; however, the emphasis in
recent decades has been on a continuum of settings,
with the majority of students with SEN spending some
part of the school day in a special classroom, but nearly
all students attend regular schools, thus reflecting an in-
stitutional logic of “separation” (Powell, 2011/2016).

When accomplished in practice, compulsory school-
ing of all children greatly increased student body di-
versity, as girls, children of low socioeconomic sta-
tus, migrants and ethnic minorities, and finally those
with perceived impairments entered formal schooling.
Educational systems responded to this challenge of in-

creasing differentiation through school structures, such
as age grading and special education. The goal of
these reforms was to homogenize learning groups, at-
tempting to resolve tensions between expanded ac-
cess to common schooling and organizational constraints
(Richardson & Powell, 2011). Rising expectations and
standards have led to increasing proportions of stu-
dents who participate in special education programs.
Socializing and integrating diverse student populations
continue as crucial challenges facing schools, since the
1970s including all children and youth with disabilities,
although the United States has not ratified the UN-CRPD
(Powell, 2011/2016).

Examining transitions, analyses of instructional, inter-
personal, and institutional processes confirm that place-
ment in higher-level ability groups accelerates achieve-
ment growth, whereas placement in lower-level abil-
ity groups has the opposite effect. A National Research
Council review concluded that students are indeed
worse off in low tracks: “The most common reasons
for this disadvantage are the failure to provide students
in low-track classes with high-quality curriculum and in-
struction and the failure to convey high expectations
for such students’ academic performance” (Heubert &
Hauser, 1999, p. 102). Such questions as to the inter-
actions between individual dis/ability, effort, and edu-
cational environments and their impact on transitions
were pursued in successive waves of the US National
Longitudinal Transition Studies (commonly known as the
NLTS; see Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine, & Garza,
2006). Crucially, these studies chart accumulation of dis-
advantages over entire careers and show the impact
of disablement on personal, social, and economic out-
comes as youth transition from adolescence to adult-
hood (Wells, Sandefur, &Hogan, 2003). Fundedby theUS
Department of Education, these important studies doc-
ument the experiences of a national sample (youth be-
tween 13–16 years of age in 2000) as they transitioned,
reaching 21–25 years of age in 2009. Key findings show
that postsecondary education participation by youth
with disabilities more than doubled over time, increas-
ing to nearly a third of youth out of high school up to two
years and who had enrolled in a 2- or 4-year college or a
postsecondary vocational, technical, or business school
(Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2005). Increasing
educational attainment has lifted occupational options
and earnings. Beyond the negative effect on postsec-
ondary education participation, differences between dis-
abled youth who did and did not complete high school
emphasize that dropouts did not share in the improve-
ments in earnings relative to the federal minimum wage
and the shifts in the types of jobs held (i.e., declines in
maintenance and clerical jobs, increase in retail jobs) by
those who completed high school (Wagner et al., 2005).

While educational attainment is no guarantee of
later labor market integration, certification is a precon-
dition, also among disadvantaged and disabled youth.
Analyzing student, family, and school factors as predic-
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tors of employment after leaving high school, Carter,
Austin, and Trainor (2012) emphasize that employment
success is correlatedwith having held a paid, community-
based job while still in high school and that having inde-
pendent self-care skills, higher social skills, more house-
hold responsibilities, and higher parent expectations in-
creases the odds of labor market integration. Detailed
investigations of the types of support provisions and
programs offered in secondary schools to improve voca-
tional preparation as well as provided adult services and
local labor market conditions are crucial, because the
goals of individualized support for accessing the curricu-
lum and for transitioning to vocational training, postsec-
ondary education, and employment are not always met.
Labor market exclusion and precarity are less buffered
given the limited welfare state, despite the fact that dis-
ability was institutionalized as an integral part of na-
tional and state policies and social provisions (Skocpol,
1995). Simultaneously, architectural barriers have been
removed and unemployment rates have declined. Yet
since the Great Recession (2007–2009), work conditions
and stress on social systems had particularly negative ef-
fects on people with disabilities—and those affected by
job loss, itself a source of chronic illness and disability
(Kalleberg & von Wachter, 2017; see also O’Brien, 2013).

In sum, despite increasing participation and attain-
ment rates as well as diverse support programs, dis-
abled youth remain disadvantaged as they attempt to
transition. The more active disabled young adults are
while in school, the more likely they are to remain inte-
grated in labor markets after graduation. However, sup-
ports provided are often insufficient or not individual-
ized enough to ensure successful transitions. Our sec-
ond case, Switzerland, has an education system struc-
tured differently, with an advanced VET system, and a
similarly liberal labor market with few protections for
most workers.

3.2. Switzerland

Schooling in Switzerland, compulsory since 1874, uni-
versalized access, also for children understood to have
SEN (Wolfisberg, 2002, pp. 61–68). Yet Swiss special ed-
ucational history is ambivalent, conflicting, and partly
injust, evident in segregated organizations (Wolfisberg,
2002). Even today special education retains the insti-
tutional logic of segregation, despite the demands of
the Federal Disability Equality Law (Behindertengleichs-
tellungsgesetz/Loi sur l’égalité pour les handicapés) and
UN-CRPD for universal inclusive education across the life
course. Few cantons follow this principle and achieve in-
clusion, remaining unreprimanded by federal jurisdiction
(Kurt & Heinzmann, 2018). For years, gradually increas-
ing, inclusively schooled populations were not accompa-
nied by decreases in the segregatively schooled popula-
tion: Advancing inclusive schooling has been accompa-
nied by rising classification rates (Bless & Kronig, 2000).
Recently, the segregation rate has fallen from above 5%

of all pupils (Swiss mean in 2000) to below 3.5% (Swiss
mean in 2016), yet with considerable inter-cantonal dis-
parities (Mejeh & Powell, 2018, pp. 423–424).

Switzerland is well-known worldwide for its “dual”
VET system, in which more than two-thirds of each co-
hort participates. After compulsory schooling, pupils
follow a firm-based training program, accompanied
by a school-based component of one to two days
per week (Bonvin & Dahmen, 2017, p. 282). These
programs are governed by public and private actors
(Bonvin & Dahmen, 2017; di Maio, Graf, &Wilson, 2019).
Switzerland is a strong collective skill system (Busemeyer
& Trampusch, 2012). A third duality is the interplay and
tension between economic and social goals (di Maio
et al., 2019). For disabled youth, training conditions
can be adjusted by the recognition and compensation
mechanism Nachteilsausgleich/compensation des iné-
galités (Schellenberg, Studer, & Hofmann, 2016, p. 487).
For some youth with impairments or functional limi-
tations, a short-track apprenticeship (Eidgenössisches
Berufsattest/attestation fédérale de formation pro-
fessionnelle) is an important alternative, taking two
rather than the usual three to four years of training
(Schellenberg et al., 2016, pp. 487–488). Another option
is practical education (INSOS PrA/INSOS FPra), not part
of official education systems but standardized by INSOS,
the syndicate of disability care institutions (Schellenberg
et al., 2016, p. 488).

Since 1960, Switzerland has disability insurance
(Invalidenversicherung/assurance-invalidité) that is fed-
erally governed (see Fracheboud, 2015). Disability insur-
ance is formally universal, providing access to all regis-
tered workers or residents after one year, including chil-
dren and youth. However, selectivity typical for disability
insurance schemes is present, with only officially classi-
fied children and youth eligible for this support.

Comparing employment rates of people with disabil-
ities, Switzerland’s rate is higher (around 55%) than in
the United States (below 40%), although both lie con-
siderably under general employment rates (OECD, 2010,
p. 51). Switzerland’s higher rate may be attributed to
some extent to the VET system, which enables more ro-
bust means of integrating disabled young people into la-
bor markets as it smooths transitions and counteracts
supply-demand mismatches. Generally, research shows
clear associations of strong VET programs with preven-
tion of youth unemployment (Kriesi & Schweri, 2019,
pp. 58–59). Compared to the United States, problems of
inter-institutional coordination are targeted more com-
prehensively, whereas distributive dilemmas resulting in
paradoxical universalism remain endemic.

Firstly, while disability insurance is governed by the
Swiss confederation and upper secondary education is
governed jointly by the Swiss confederation and cantons
(with business interest organizations, private companies
and trade unions for VET), primary education and lower
secondary education are governed entirely by the can-
tons. Cantonal education policies are certainly not univer-
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sally inclusive, with persistent inter-cantonal disparities
ranging fromhigh segregation rates (special schooling) to
more inclusive schooling, mainly at primary level (Mejeh
& Powell, 2018). Attempts to foster transitions are hin-
dered by stigmatizing notions of ab/normality and its
(un)intended negative consequences due to institutional-
ized cantonal special education organizations. Research
demonstrates that inclusively schooled pupils more suc-
cessfully access the labor market (Eckhart, Haeberlin,
Sahli Lozano, & Blanc, 2011). Seen from this perspective,
segregated schooling in cantons negatively affects em-
ployment. Enhanced inter-institutional coordination be-
tween disability insurance and upper secondary educa-
tion with cantonal (special) education schemes would
be necessary. Federally, the disability insurance could
play an important role in this process. With a bundle of
new policies (Weiterentwicklung der IV/développement
continu de l’AI) the Swiss disability insurance currently
plans to improve inter-institutional coordination for eli-
gible persons between 13 to 25 years of age, supporting
first vocational training opportunities (Lüthi, 2017, p. 17).
The expansion of casemanagement support, educational
bridging offers and access to private employment agen-
cies, and temporary recruitment services are under way
(Lüthi, 2017. p. 17). A bundle of policies exists: em-
ployment counselling, job coaching services, opportuni-
ties for re-education, job placement services, work trials,
daily allowances for youth in a short-track apprenticeship
in the primary labor market, and wage subsidies as in-
centives for employers (Lüthi, 2017, p. 17). Paradoxically,
while the insurance program focuses strongly on labor
market integration, its classifying of individuals as “in-
valid” (invalid/invalide) is associated with stigmatization,
an explicit category of “abnormality” originating in the
18th century (Stone, 1984; Tschanz, 2015).

Secondly, Swiss VET governance is among the most
liberal among coordinated market economies. Business
interest organizations and private companies have
strong bargaining power in formulating teaching con-
tents and an essential say in VET (Bonvin & Dahmen,
2017). While school-to-work transitions are generally
eased via the vaunted Swiss VET system that supports
the majority of youth to adjust as expectations and
performances shift from education to employment, the
principle of getting an apprenticeship follows mainly
market-based selection procedures (Dahmen, Bonvin, &
Beuret, 2017), suboptimally adjusted to the needs of
minority groups (Imdorf, 2005). For instance, in con-
trast to Denmark’s and Germany’s short-track appren-
ticeships, Switzerland puts more emphasis on economic
efficiency rather than social equality (di Maio et al.,
2019). Unlike other countries, Switzerland does not pro-
vide a “Youth Guarantee” with a universal right to an
apprenticeship or training opportunity, instead follow-
ing a market-based allocation model (Dahmen et al.,
2017, p. 156). Exceptions include youth with certain
medical-psychological classification because in these
cases the disability insurance is obliged to guarantee

the first vocational training opportunity (Lüthi, 2017,
p. 17). Paradoxically, while overall inter-institutional co-
ordination works very well for youth who succeed in the
market-based selection procedure, youth with impair-
ments or functional limitations are dependent on anti-
universalistic medical-psychological classification to ap-
proximate the universal Youth Guarantee.

Thirdly, Switzerland reformed disability insurance
over the last 20 years thrice (Probst, Tabin, & Courvoisier,
2015). While the right to gainful employment has not
been codified since Switzerland lacks legal obligations im-
posed on employers—there is neither an employment
quota nor strict anti-discrimination legislation (Nadai &
Canonica, 2019, p. 89; Nadai, Gonon, & Rotzetter, 2018,
p. 407)—these reforms rely on the belief that the medi-
cal profession is capable of drawing objective boundaries
between deserving people with impairments or illnesses
and undeserving applicants; emphasizing tightenedmed-
ical assessments (Caduff & Budowski, 2012, pp. 76–79).
Furthermore, the recent discourse constructs disable-
ment as a motivational problem justifying the introduc-
tion of tighter control mechanisms, which reinforce so-
cietal hierarchies based on assumed capabilities (Piecek,
Tabin, Perrin, & Probst, 2019). Therefore, recent devel-
opments for adults have increased the legal sanctioning
of those individuals who cannot or will not, for what-
ever reason, work. This danger simultaneously exists for
prospective transition policies. In other areas of contem-
porary Swiss youth policies, a direction best described
as “educationfare” arises (Dahmen et al., 2017, p. 155).
This neologism, inspired by the term “workfare,” means
the establishment of stronger welfare conditionality cri-
teria for youth in conjunctionwith targeting their integra-
tion into apprenticeships or other educational settings
(Dahmen et al., 2017, p. 155). Therefore, the right to be
accompanied by inter-institutional coordination on path-
ways into the labor market is thwarted by ever-earlier ex-
pectations of successful individual performance and out-
puts. Facilitated inter-institutional coordination via VET
and the Swiss disability insurance will have to be criti-
cally examined regarding its possible paradoxical conse-
quences for the right not to work.

In sum, contrary to the United States, the main chal-
lenge in Switzerland is not activation prior to leaving
the education system, since its dual VET system (hardly
reproduceable in the United States) provides multiple
institutionalized pathways to formalized skills and em-
ployment experiences. However, the market-based allo-
cation procedure to access such pathways continues to
disadvantage some disabled youth, precluding universal
access to VET and the (primary) labor market. For many,
their life chances are determined by ambivalent effects
of categorical membership (acquired during their can-
tonal school careers) and the requirements of individ-
ual performance and outputs of a liberal labor market.
Or they are confronted by the paradox that one has to
obtain the former in order to get access to support pro-
grams smoothing the pathway to the latter.
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4. Conclusion

In our comparative case studies (Ragin, 1992), we
linked ideas and evidence with theoretically structured
descriptions. In particular, we outlined the school-to-
work transitions of disabled youth in the United States
and Switzerland from an institutional logics perspective.
We considered the paradoxical “universalism” that af-
fects contemporary education and disability policy. Both
countries constructed a dialectical relationship between
in/educability, ab/normality, and dis/ability with the es-
tablishment of compulsory universal schooling. This, the
most crucial universal policy early in the life course, de-
termines life chances to an increasingly large degree
in “schooled societies” (Baker, 2014). This field remains
especially challenging because these core institutions
are characterized by different institutional logics and
complex arrangements of institutionalized organizations,
whether stigmatizing special classes (United States) or
schools (Switzerland), and the lack (United States) or
presence (Switzerland) of VET as a formal bridge be-
tween schooling and labor markets that demands coor-
dination and must adjudicate the competing principles
of social integration and efficiency.

In both countries, the logic of investment in human
capital via years of schooling is matched by enforcement
of the logic of performance of paid employment and in-
dividual adaptation to labor market conditions. We con-
trasted their institutional arrangements to support dis-
abled youth transitioning. Especially in transition pro-
cesses, the interrelation between education and social
policies and between families and school and firm en-
vironments must be considered. While in the United
States, the lack of inter-institutional coordination in the
transition phase follows its liberal approach vis-à-vis lim-
ited state governance of markets, Switzerland, as a coor-
dinated market economy, provides more transition op-
portunities via its VET system and has extended social
policy insurance, which also supports transitions of clas-
sified youth. However, Switzerland does not fully coordi-
nate education and employment systems to ensure suc-
cessful transitions, also due to its market-based alloca-
tion of apprenticeships. Additional and intensified coor-
dination between social policies and employment is par-
tially counteracted by Swiss disability insurance’s classifi-
cation demands, creating a support-labeling-dilemma.

In Switzerland and the US, education and labor mar-
ket institutions have institutionalized deficit-oriented
conceptions of disability, with no paradigm shift to-
wards socio-political, minority or human rights-based
models. Both remain strongly oriented towards the ideal
of individual performance, whether schooling (learning
progress) or paid employment (task accomplishment).
The necessity to provide universal opportunities, follow-
ing the human right to inclusive education or right to
work codified in the UN-CRPD, demands such a paradigm
shift. This may be coupled with critical assessments of
dominant ideas and values surrounding “ab/normality.”
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