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Introduction
Adult education provides learning opportunities for all adults,
throughout their whole lives, and becomes especially relevant
for disadvantaged groups in order to create new possibilities for
personal development, active inclusion, and enhanced social
participation in society (European Commission, 2011). With
this meaning, adult education serves as inclusive education. In
the case of Sweden, education for adults is delivered mainly by
municipal adult education and folk high schools, both of which
provide for students who have failed in compulsory and/or up-
per secondary school. Whereas the history of municipal adult
education founded in 1968 is quite short, the folk high school
has roots going back to the mid-nineteenth century. The folk
high school started by providing folkbildning, and by so doing el-
evated the educational level of the general population in Nordic
countries. That is why it is also referred to as ‘popular educa-
tion’, which takes place in independent adult education colleg-
es, providing education mainly at upper secondary level beside
municipal adult education. Today, in Sweden, there are 154 folk
high schools (FIN, 2016). Although the schools are financed by
public grants, they are considered to be acting independently
and freely educationally and in their curricular planning, be-
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cause there is no national curriculum as a ju-
risdictional framework for their practice.

Even though their educational approach
can be seen as inclusive and open to every-
one, their target groups have changed over
time, as they are changing still today, even
incorporating the educational needs of a
wide range of participants such as school
leavers without qualifications, unemployed
people, immigrants, and so on. By doing so,
they have become rather specialized in in-
cluding heterogeneous groups in their
course programme. This development could
also be understood as part of a so-called in-
clusive approach towards their participant
groups, and seen as an example of education
for all (Ainscow, Booth & Dyson 2006). As
folk high schools are being confronted with
certain changes, such as a rising number of
participants with disabilities, new ways of
thinking about pedagogics have become ev-
ident (Nylander, Bernhard, Rahm & An-
dersson, 2015). Pupils who received diagno-
ses as young pupils in school in the 1990s
have grown older, and have even become a
predominant group within adult education
and folk high schools that now have to ad-
dress their special needs, such as delays and
deviations in social behaviour that may even
affect the learning situation, and therefore an
adjustment of the physical and social learn-
ing environment becomes required.

This article sheds light on disabilities
within the Swedish adult education system,
taking folk high schools as an example. The
aim is to give insight into the conditions for
and consequences of growing numbers of
participants with different types of disabili-
ties. Furthermore, the effects on the Swedish
folk high schools’ learning environment re-
garding the changes of participant groups
and its challenges are discussed. The follow-
ing research questions guide the analysis:
1 How has the participant group de-

veloped in Swedish folk high schools sin-

ce 1997 as regards different types of disa-
bilities?

2 How accessible are folk high schools for
learners with different disabilities?

3 What is the staff perception of key factors
for a learning environment for successful
adult education at folk high schools? 

4 In what ways should the learning en-
vironment be improved and further de-
veloped, according to the staff?

Background: The Swedish folk 
high school – Some 
contradictions regarding its 
organizational form 

Even if the folk high school can be consid-
ered as a component of the Swedish educa-
tional system, it is still not part of the com-
prehensive, compulsory, formal school sys-
tem. Yet folk high schools should mainly be
seen as part of upper secondary education,
which is formally voluntary but in practice
has become more or less obligatory (Fejes et
al., 2016). Today, the 154 Swedish folk high
schools provide opportunities for supple-
menting non-finished grades from compre-
hensive school in their general courses.

Besides the general course, there are the
specific courses, and both are classified as
long courses (normally one year, or one se-
mester). Whereas the general course serves
especially as an alternative to municipal adult
education, providing the same eligibility as
compulsory comprehensive school or upper
secondary school, the specific courses in-
clude a wide spectrum of subjects, for exam-
ple aesthetical and vocational courses. In to-
tal, there are three types of course; the third
type of course is the short course with varied
contents, typically taking place during
weekends or summertime.

Folk high schools’ guiding objectives tar-
get the societal as well as the individual level,
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and include for example the ambition of
strengthening and developing democracy,
bridging and levelling educational gaps, and
providing opportunities for empowerment
and influencing ones’ life situation. Their
roots are to be found within folkbildning.
Folk high school’s specific motives and ideo-
logical focus can vary due to differences in
their ownership and organizational models
(FIN, 2016; Landström, 2006). Regarding
the administrative, even jurisdictional posi-
tion of folk high schools, they are formally
free-standing and autonomous. There is no
national curriculum specific to folk high
schools, yet their work is determined by
some governmental objectives, as the Swed-
ish state contributes through folk high
schools to civic education. Furthermore,
there are monitoring authorities assessing if
and to what extent the schools’ public and
political tasks are met.

The folk high schools are financed by
grants from the state and county councils.
With regard to the needs of participants with
a disability, there are two main sources of
funds to make the teaching better adjusted
and more accessible: so-called ‘special teach-
ing support’ and ‘stabilizing strengthening
support’. Whereas the special teaching sup-
port covers costs for additional staff resources
such as support people, and assistants, the
stabilizing strengthening support aims to en-
large the teacher capacity, but can also cover
costs for psychologists, social workers, and so
on. A self-report from the folk high schools
regarding their participants’ disabilities is re-
quired, and serves not only as a basis for ap-
plying for financial aid, but also as the basis
for statistical information regarding Statistics
Sweden. In other words, there is a need for
the participant to have a classified disability
for the school to be able to apply for finan-
cial support through the National Agency
for Special Needs. The autonomy of the
schools, coupled with the fact that each folk

high school decides independently about
courses and its educational programme, and
even freely designs its teaching, leads to a
huge variation regarding educational prac-
tice, even with regard to participants with
disabilities.

Considering that education at folk high
schools aims at developing democratic values
and active citizenship, the discourse on in-
clusion is applied as a conceptual and theo-
retical linkage between the approach to dis-
abilities and to democratic values (Nilholm,
2006). Inclusion in relation to education,
commonly referred to as inclusive educa-
tion, emphasizes heterogeneous groups, for
example learners with disabilities and special
educational needs, even groups seen as being
vulnerable to exclusion, and draws on the
idea of education for all (Ainscow, Booth &
Dyson, 2006). In other words, folk high
schools aim for a learning environment ac-
cessible to all learners, something which has
a legal basis in the ‘Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities’. Article
24 on education states, for example, that
people with disabilities should have the op-
portunity to develop their personalities,
their talents and creativity, and to participate
effectively in a free society. Although the ac-
ademic discussion on inclusive education re-
fers frequently to school and children, adult
learning and disability are being increasingly
addressed (e.g. Clark, 2006; Spenceley,
2012). Accordingly, research can be system-
atized in three ways: (a) meeting diversity in
the learning context, (b) sociocultural and
economic power issues, and (c) emancipa-
tory self-directed learning approaches.

(a) Disability can be discussed as part of
diversity and heterogeneity by taking an in-
tersectional perspective. Hence, disability
within an adult (education) learning context
is perceived as a matter of diversity, besides
dimensions such as gender, race, age, and so
on, and also in terms of inclusion. This gains
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importance as educational accommodation
requires individualized strategies to be ap-
plied. (b) The second topic covers equal ac-
cess to education, as well as access to higher
education, as power issues become evident.
(c) The third topic refers to a field where dis-
ability creates new experiences of learning,
such as identity development and aiming for
self-determination due to disability-related
restrictions. Taking the case of Swedish folk
high schools, and applying the category of
‘disability’, all three abovementioned fields
(Clark, 2006) are seen as relevant, and should
be applied.

In addition to that, and taking a deeper
look into learning adjustments, the concept
of universal design for learning becomes rel-
evant (Scott, McGuire & Shaw, 2003). It is
even stated in article 2 in the abovemen-
tioned convention, and can be directly relat-
ed to questions referring to the learning en-
vironment.

Disability within folk high schools is an is-
sue in this part of adult education which
aims to provide opportunities for students
with difficulties to reach their learning goals
(Fejes et al., 2016; Nylander et al., 2015).
Attending a folk high school after formal up-
per secondary education, with the intention
to study certain courses and subjects in order
to become eligible for higher education, can
be recommended, chosen, and fulfilled by
people with a disability, as the results of a pi-
lot study show (Bernhard & Larsson Abbad,
in press). This practice has led to the shift in
the target group of folk high schools, and
this is addressed in this article. Partly, we
have chosen a focus on general courses,
where changes in the participant group have
become most visible. Folk high schools –
which by tradition are considered to be open
to all learners, based on their needs, their
previous knowledge and experience – have
changed considerably in the last two dec-
ades, and have especially widened their tar-

get group (Larsson, 2013; Nylander et al.,
2015). This could be seen as a result of vari-
ous adult educational reforms aiming to pro-
vide opportunities for finishing and supple-
menting school degrees as well as increasing
the learners’ motivation. In other words, the
empowerment objective seems to have shift-
ed towards a stronger focus on those not suc-
ceeding in comprehensive education, and
therefore it focuses to a greater extent on so-
cial inclusion.

Methods

Data for this article are drawn from two
sources: Public statistics from Statistics Swe-
den, and a self-designed online question-
naire targeting headmasters and teachers
from 150 folk high schools.1

Public statistics
Data from the public, official statistics, from
Statistics Sweden,2 were used to get an over-
view of the participant groups of the general
courses at folk high schools over time. The
time period for the overview was 1997–
2015. Data for the spring semester during
the period 1997–2013 was retrieved for use
in Nylander et al. (2015), while supplemen-
tary data for 2014–2015 was added for the
present article. Data from Statistic Sweden
are, with regard to folk high schools’ recruit-
ment of participants with a disability, based
on self-reports, as described above.

The eight different categories for disabili-
ties applied in Figure 1 follow an administra-
tive classification with medical and psycho-
logical distinctions used by Statistics Sweden.
However, as the group of hearing and visual-
ly impaired was quite small, we decided to
put them into one broader category, called
‘sensorily impaired’. Therefore, the applied
categories in the first part of the results are:
neuro-psychiatric disability (e.g. ADHD),
mental disability (e.g. depression), dyslexia
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(reading/writing difficulties), medical disa-
bility (e.g. epilepsy, diabetes), sensory impair-
ment, intellectual disability, physical disabili-
ties, and brain injury (acquired as adult).

Questionnaire
The online questionnaire was developed
based on consultation with experts from the
National Agency for Special Needs, and a lit-
erature study. It included mainly quantitative
but also a few open-ended qualitative items
(see Nylander et al., 2015, for a full
description of all items). The questionnaire
aimed to provide an overview of the accessi-
bility and adjustment of the learning envi-
ronment in folk high schools based on special
needs. The data also contained background
information about the respondents and their
schools. In the questionnaire, sensory impair-
ment was specified in the three different cat-
egories from the administrative classification
– visual impairment, hearing impairment,
and deaf / deaf-blind – and the category dy-
scalculia (difficulties with arithmetic) was
added as a category separate from dyslexia.

In the present study, we are employing
data from items on: whether the different
categories of disabilities are represented at
the school; which category represents the
highest number of participants; the accessi-
bility of the learning environment for stu-
dents with different types of disabilities; to
what extent a number of factors are per-
ceived as relevant for folk high school cours-
es to be successful for participants with a dis-
ability; and perceptions of factors for im-
provement of the learning environment. In
addition to this, open-ended items that pro-
vide further information on respondents’
views on learning adjustments and improve-
ments are employed.

The online questionnaire allows room for
the actors’ viewpoint, that is, the perspective
of teachers and headmasters, and is to be un-
derstood as a complement to more objective

data such as those collected and provided by
Statistics Sweden. 

Respondents
The questionnaire was distributed to all folk
high schools in Sweden (at that moment,
150), and they were asked to submit two re-
sponses each – one from the headmaster, or
someone with similar responsibilities (e.g.
assistant headmaster, or head of a course),
and one from a teacher or other staff mem-
ber possibly involved in courses where par-
ticipants with disabilities were part of the
group. Responses from 121 folk high schools
mean a response rate of 81% among schools.
In total, there were 212 responses, which
means a response rate of 70%, in relation to
300 possible responses. Among the total of
212 respondents, 43.9% were headmasters,
17.5% assistant headmasters or heads of a
specific course, 29.2% teachers in various
subjects, 6.1% special education teachers,
and 3.3% other staff. 

Analysis
The quantitative results are mainly descrip-
tive, based on the public statistics and ques-
tionnaire responses. In the section on facili-
tating factors for successful education, we
have also made an analysis to identify possi-
ble differences between headmasters (includ-
ing assistant headmasters and heads of cours-
es) and teachers (including special education
teachers and other staff who responded in-
stead of a teacher). In this analysis, a chi
square test was applied to identify significant
differences. The same type of comparison
was made for the answers concerning acces-
sibility for participants with different types of
disabilities. However, here no significant dif-
ferences were found, partly because the
numbers in the different groups were too
small for the test, when the comparison only
included those who were expected to have
actual experience of accessibility in relation
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to specific disabilities and special needs. In
other words, only those who had reported
that the disability in question was represent-
ed at the school were included.

The answers from the open-ended ques-
tions that were employed in this article have
been analysed according to content analysis.
The answers were read several times by the
researchers and grouped thematically ac-
cording to content, patterns, and repeating
patterns (Mayring, 2014).

Results of the study

The results section presents the findings in
relation to the four research questions. Each
part relates to one of the following four is-
sues: development of the participant group
regarding disabilities at folk high schools, ac-
cessibility for learners with disabilities, key
or facilitating factors regarding the learning
environment, and improvement of this
learning environment.

Changes of or within the participant group 
towards more disabilities 
A change regarding the participant group in
terms of disability and different disability cat-
egories was found in an analysis of data from
Statistics Sweden for the time period 1997–
2015. The result shows that general courses
at the Swedish folk high schools were faced
with an increase in the number, and particu-
larly the proportion, of participants with dis-
abilities, that is, in all disability categories.
The total number during the spring semester
was 2,851 in 1997, and increased to 4,006 by
2015. At the same time, the total number of
students on the general course decreased,
from almost 16,000 to slightly more than
11,000. This meant a dramatic increase in the
proportion of participants with disabilities.
The rise was from 18% of the participants in
1997 to 36% in 2015.

We get a far more differentiated picture
from the number of participants on the gen-
eral courses according to the eight different
disability categories described above. Figure
1 shows that a neuro-psychiatric impairment
or disability is the category that scores high-
est, including participants with diagnoses
such as ADHD and Asperger’s. We can see
the development in this category since the
year 2002, when it was applied for the first
time in this national statistic. In figures, the
number of participants with a neuro-psychi-
atric impairment in the general courses in-
creased to almost 1,300. The graph is con-
tinuously rising; it is actually the only cate-
gory that shows a continuous and rapid
growth, to have become the biggest category
since the year 2013. The number of partici-
pants with a mental disability is now similar
to the number with a neuro-psychiatric dis-
ability, comprising more than 1,200 people
in 2015. The third biggest group is partici-
pants with dyslexia, reaching more than 700
participants in the statistics for the general
courses (Figure 1).

In summary, the analysis of data from Sta-
tistics Sweden gives evidence for a growing
‘special needs function’ at Swedish folk high
schools, as the number of participants with
disabilities in the general courses has increa-
sed, and the proportion has risen to more
than every third participant, a growth which
is especially strong for the group with a ne-
uro-psychiatric disability. 

As we consider data from the online ques-
tionnaire, that is, the self-report from the
representatives of folk high schools, we get
an overview about the perceived presence of
different types of disabilities. In other words,
we see to what extent folk high schools pro-
vide education for participants with different
disabilities. In this part, the results are based
on one answer from each school, primarily
the answers from the headmasters, and cover
all types of courses.
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Figure 1: Number of participants in general courses according to the eight different disability categories, spring
semester 1997–2015. Source: Statistics Sweden.

Here, 98-99% of the folk high schools said ‘yes’
to the question of whether they had partici-
pants in the group ‘dyslexia, reading and writ-
ing difficulties’. Furthermore, we can see that
the group with a neuro-psychiatric disability is
seen as the second largest group, with over 90%
of folk high schools answering that they had
participants with this kind of disability. The
third position according to the respondents to
the questionnaire, with just below 90% of ‘ex-
istence’ in the responding folk high schools, re-
fers to participants with a mental disability. The
smallest proportion of ‘yes’ answers refers to
the category ‘deaf / deaf-blind’ with a little
more than 10%. It becomes evident that senso-
rily (hearing and seeing) impaired as a category
comes last on the list as it is less common and

represents a very small number of participants.
Furthermore, concerning which group is per-
ceived as the biggest, 45.5% chose neuro-psy-
chiatric disability, 17.4% dyslexia and 14.9%
mental disability. 

Regarding the participant group of Swed-
ish folk high schools, both Statistics Sweden
and self-reports from the questionnaire give
evidence that people with neuro-psychiatric
disability are to be seen as a growing group
and are even said to be the largest group at
Swedish folk high schools regarding partici-
pants with a disability. Taking these growing
participant numbers and proportion into
consideration, we want to analyse possible
adjustments and accessibility for these partic-
ipants with varying disabilities.
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Accessibility of the folk high school for 
learners with disabilities

Data from the questionnaire sent to folk high
schools allow us to obtain a detailed picture
of how staff at the folk high schools assess the
accessibility according to the needs of learn-
ers with different disabilities (see Figure 2),
that is, how well they have adjusted the
learning environment to the needs of these
participant groups. The diagram refers to
those folk high school representatives that
have reported to have participants from each
disability group at their school, and this
number varies between n = 23 and n = 207.
The reports cover the whole spectrum of
courses – general, specific, and short courses.

Accordingly, more than 50% answer that
the learning environment is very accessible
and thus relatively well-adjusted to the
needs of their learners (i.e. applying to all
the eleven mentioned disability categories).
Regarding participants with dyslexia, all
respondents answer that the learning envi-
ronment is relatively accessible. The per-
ception of a relatively well-adjusted learn-
ing environment relates even to the most
frequently named disabilities, which are
‘dyslexia’, ‘neuro-psychiatric disability’ and
‘mental disability’, where more than 75% of
the respondents assessed the learning envi-
ronment as relatively accessible with regard
to these groups.

The diagram even allows for a comment
regarding the potential for positive changes
of the learning environment. We can see that
with regard to those disabilities that entail
the biggest groups, about 30% judge the
learning environment as very accessible. Al-
though the learning environment seems to
be very well-adjusted for these groups, it
could still be improved.

The grade of accessibility in relation to
the disability gets the lowest grading regard-
ing participants who are ’deaf / deaf-blind’,

where about 30% (one third) say that in this
case the learning environment is not at all
accessible in relation to the participants’
needs. This double category could be an in-
dication of neglect of the special require-
ments of deaf-blind participants. The fact
that sensory impairments (hearing / audito-
ry impairment, and visual impairment / dis-
ability) show the lowest accessibility could
be an indicator that the representatives are
not happy with the adjustments of the learn-
ing environment made for this group. 
The empirical results also show that less fre-
quently existing disabilities require adjust-
ment to a far more reduced degree, in other
words, folk high schools adjust the learning
environment in a pragmatic way by functional
adjustments according to the real needs in
practice among their current participants. Or,
if you are considering accessibility in relation
to providing for a certain disability at the
schools, the data give evidence that those folk
high schools reporting to have a certain disa-
bility are also those that are more accessible
and that have a learning environment that is
well-adjusted to their participants’ needs.
This practice could be considered as a rela-
tively well-functioning adjusted practice.

Qualitative data from the questionnaire
provide further information on accessibility
and learning adjustments in the cIassroom and
indoor environment. The adjustments, that
aim to address concentration problems, entail
measures such as the cut-back of optical and
external acoustic stimuli, for example by us-
ing headphones, shades, flexible boards, and
walls. Furthermore, the need for measures
with regard to planning and structuring les-
sons, as well as their further development, is
emphasized. Accordingly, a daily scheme
ought to be visible and easy to understand and
to follow, for example by using a whiteboard
for visualization. In addition to that, the need
for orally repeated tasks is highlighted. Even
goals for the lesson ought to be written and
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visualized in an accessible way. ‘Time’ is espe-
cially assessed as relevant in relation to study
planning as a measure, since there is even giv-

en an opportunity for reduced studies, fewer
courses, extra mentoring time, as well as the
application of individual study plans.

Figure 2: Accessibility of the learning environment for participants with different disabilities, based on answers
from folk high schools where they have participants with the abovementioned disabilities (n varies between 23
and 207).

To sum up, the data allow for the conclusion
that the accessibility measures in place at
Swedish folk high schools refer to the needs
of the participants. In other words, accessibi-
lity is steered by real and actual participants’
needs. Yet these needs are not always fully
met.

Staff perceptions of key or facilitating 
factors in the learning environment for 
a successful education with regard to 
disability
The third research question asked what fac-
tors are of importance for successful educa-
tion for participants with disabilities. In this
section, we will present findings regarding

the staffs’ perceptions in relation to this
question, and here too the responses relate to
the whole spectrum of courses. The analysis
of data from the questionnaire shows that all
factors included in the items are somewhat
meaningful to the respondents (Figure 3).
The factor that seems to have least meaning
is ‘residential environment’, which was rated
as ‘not at all’ relevant, to the highest extent.
Yet there are still more than 50% that assess
the boarding possibility to a very high or
rather high extent as a success factor, al-
though one has to consider that not all the
schools have boarding facilities, and even if
they have, not all participants live in them.
Thus, boarding is relevant to certain students
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at many schools, but is not relevant to all par-
ticipants with a disability at all folk high
schools. The factor ‘voluntary participation’
is also seen as not at all relevant by rather
many, yet it becomes irrelevant if a partici-
pant actually wants to participate. With re-
gard to the welfare state actors, such as the
national insurance authority, or the employ-
ment office, who also have the task of pro-
viding for courses, voluntary participation
becomes challenged, for example if the indi-
viduals are required to participate to remain
eligible for their unemployment benefits
(Nylander et al., 2015).

The factors perceived as leading to suc-
cessful education for participants with a dis-
ability include two highly relevant aspects:
1 Pedagogics based on participants’ needs
2 Personalized relations between staff and

participants

As seen in Figure 3, more than 95% of the
respondents see these factors as relevant, to a
very or rather high extent, for the folk high
school to be able to provide successful cours-
es. ‘Pedagogics based on the participants’
needs’ is seen as most important and most
relevant for folk high schools to be successful
for participants with a disability. According-
ly, an ability to see the participants’ personal
development, as well as the potential to chal-
lenge the person, are emphasized. This ped-
agogical approach goes with providing per-
sonalized and individualized support, which
can even make investigation of relevant sup-
port people at folk high schools necessary.
To sum up, it is the pedagogics and relations
that are identified by the respondents as very
important.

About 90% of the participants say that
‘knowledge about disabilities’ is a very im-
portant factor as regards being able to suc-
cessfully work with participants with a disa-
bility. Having such knowledge seems to be
important for the teachers to approach these

participants in a self-confident and profes-
sional – that is, successful – way. This is sup-
plemented by the factor ‘a special education-
al approach’, which is seen as leading to suc-
cess to a very or rather high extent by 80% of
the respondents. Although the meaning or
value of ‘knowledge about research and de-
velopment’ is not seen as high, it is still seen
as a factor that can lead to a certain success.

The factors that show similar patterns in
the answers, ‘comprehensible goals and fol-
low ups’, ‘size of group of participants’, ‘par-
ticipants involved in designing their studies’,
and ‘physical accessibility’, are all factors re-
lating to the design and planning of educa-
tion. They are seen as relevant, but not to an
extreme extent. One example of practice
was to exchange knowledge and impressions
about students’ health and individual study
situation between colleagues in an informal
way in daily work routines such as teacher
meetings. The content of these talks may
vary, but often they entail an exchange of in-
formation about participants. 

About 60% of the respondents answer that
the use of technical aids for learning is rele-
vant for participants with a disability, and as
such it is almost the least relevant factor
(among those covered in the questionnaire)
for folk high schools to be successful in rela-
tion to this group. Technical aids or features
are used to support learning, and are said to be
especially relevant for those students who are
in need of special support. Folk high schools’
staff provide help primarily with compensato-
ry measures, tools and adjustments. A number
of technical support measures are in place, yet
often they are not widely used.

Here we have also compared the answers
from headmasters (including assistant head-
masters and heads of courses) and teachers
(including other staff who responded).
There were few significant differences in the
distribution. The only significant difference
(p < .05) concerned physical accessibility,
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where teachers saw this factor as more im-
portant than the headmasters. Furthermore,
there were weak indications of significance
(p < .1) for the factors ‘size of the group’,
and ‘voluntary participation’. Here too,
these factors were seen as more important
among teachers than among headmasters.

To sum up, the factors allowing success at
folk high schools are ‘pedagogics based on
participants’ needs’ as well as ‘personalized

relations between staff and participants’. Fac-
tors regarding design and planning of educa-
tion and courses are seen as less relevant, and
less important in terms of providing success-
ful courses for participants with a disability.
The differences between headmasters and
teachers are small, but when there is a signif-
icant difference, this means that teachers see
the factor in question as more important to
be successful.

Figure 3: Success factors for studies at folk high schools for participants with disabilities (n=212).

0 % 10 % 20 % 30 % 40 % 50 % 60 % 70 % 80 % 90 % 100 %

The residential environment

Use of technical aids for learning

Voluntary participation

Knowledge about research and development

Physical accessability

Participants involved in designing their studies

A special-educational approach

Size of group of participants

Comprehensible goals, and follow up

Knowledge about disabilities

Personalized relations staff – participants

Pedagogics based on participants’ needs

To what extent are these factors relevant for folk high school 
courses to be successful for participants with a disability? 

To very high extent To rather high extent To some extent Not at all
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Staff perception of factors for 
improvement of the learning environment 

The fourth research question concerned
what the respondents consider important to
change and further develop in the folk high
schools to achieve a better learning environ-
ment for participants with varying disabili-
ties. This question is linked to the aforemen-
tioned and presented facilitating factors, yet
it is something different. One could think
that factors that are seen as important to
change, should be seen as important to be
successful too, but there may also be factors
that are perceived as important but where a
need for change does not exist, or which are
not addressed as the local practice already
works well.

The more extensive quantitative results
presented in Nylander et al. (2015) show
that knowledge and competence growth
among staff are factors seen as important for
further adjusting the learning environment
in Swedish folk high schools. The most im-
portant factors are seen to be: developing
knowledge about the various disabilities; and
a special educational approach. These could
impact upon the learning environment to a
notable extent. Also knowledge about re-
search and development scores relatively
highly regarding the need for change and de-
velopment. In other words, and in summary,
folk high schools express a strong need to
develop competences in relation to disability
and special education.

Regarding the abovementioned factors
(e.g. competence development), it is exem-
plified in the qualitative answers of the ques-
tionnaire that more formalized forms of pro-
fessional development for staff, such as cours-
es, are seen as a way to gain new insight
regarding ’disability’. This is especially seen as
relevant in relation to certain neuro-psychiat-
ric diagnoses such as ADHD, ADD, and
Autism spectrum disorder, but also in relation
to dyslexia. In addition to disability-related

knowledge, a desire to learn more about
teaching methods, as well as different learn-
ing types and traditions, is also expressed in
the answers. Although the respondents an-
swer that they feel prepared for their teaching
practice, they request competence develop-
ment in relation to the widening of partici-
pant groups, that is, gaining knowledge in
the field of ‘special education’ with regard to
different disabilities.

Another field given a high priority to be
further developed is the use of technical aids
for learning, even if this was judged less im-
portant as a success factor. Even the qualita-
tive data supports this, as the handling of tech-
nical aids is seen as a field for development;
technical competence and self-confidence in
using devices are perceived as lacking. The re-
spondents state that aids exist, but they are not
being used, and therefore a need for further
education and time for exploration is men-
tioned (see Nylander et al., 2015).

Furthermore, relating to the quantitative
results (ibid.), items such as ‘Pedagogics
based on participants’ needs’ and ‘Personal-
ized relations between staff and participants’
are not given the highest priority in terms of
developmental needs. Although important,
these factors are still well-functioning and
therefore not related to the need for change.

Discussion: Special needs at folk 
high schools and inclusion as the 
solution?
The discussion takes its starting point in the
jurisdictional framework and political inten-
tion of folk high schools under the notion
‘free and voluntarily’ to problematize the in-
crease in number of people with disabilities
who might not really be participating freely
and voluntarily. Furthermore, we consider
success factors such as pedagogics and per-
sonalized relations and their meaning with
regard to people with disabilities, and end by
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indicating a need for further education for
adult educators. The research questions pro-
vide a structural frame.

Referring to the first research question,
for example the change of population at folk
high schools, we raise issues related to an or-
ganizational level as folk high schools lack a
national curriculum, yet within the educa-
tional system provide for complementary
secondary education. This results in a dilem-
ma as the complementary courses cover both
voluntary and compulsory education. To ex-
pand this idea, folk high schools are on the
one hand open to all learners, and on the
other hand they serve as collaborating part-
ners of welfare authorities such as the national
employment office by providing courses and
measures for disadvantaged groups in order
to improve their chances for labour market
inclusion. Building on an educational system
and the national discourse on education, it
should be highlighted and discussed to what
extent and why the Swedish school discus-
sion excludes the discourse about adult
learning and further education. Given the
fact that an overview of the Swedish educa-
tional system by the National Agency for
Education (Skolverket, n.d.) includes folk
high schools, one wonders about these
schools’ position in the school system. The
study has even brought evidence about
growing groups with disabilities in the gene-
ral courses, which can be seen as a result of
failure of the comprehensive school as well as
the non-compulsory (yet, in practice com-
pulsory) upper secondary education at gym-
nasieskolan), by not providing for a learning
environment where its pupils can reach their
goals. Even if we cannot explain this phe-
nomenon by means of our empirical data,
we can help to better understand recent de-
velopments within the educational sector.
For example, could the growing number of
folk high school participants with – particu-
larly neuro-psychiatric – disabilities from the

year 2002 onwards possibly be explained by
a group of children diagnosed in the 1990s,
that simply became young adults in the early
2000s and that did not manage to finish
comprehensive compulsory school, or the
upper secondary school, and therefore end-
ed up at folk high schools? Furthermore, the
growing number of people with a disability
and their appearance in adult education
could also be seen as an international phe-
nomenon (see also Chown & Beavan, 2012;
Clark, 2006; Spencely, 2012), but it could
even have to do with a growing acceptance
in Swedish society towards disability diagno-
ses (Svenaeus, 2013, 2015).

Regarding research question 2, the accessi-
bility for learners with a disability shows var-
iations in relation to the different disability
categories. This can even be linked to possible
provisions regarding an adjustment of the
learning environment. We should take into
consideration that one of the interests and
missions of the National Agency for Special
Needs is to support and provide for a learning
environment according to the disabled partic-
ipants’ needs, given that the folk high schools
have announced the need for support (to re-
port which participants have a disability as this
is a criterion to apply for and receive support).
This support system could even imply limita-
tions of the present study, as it should be men-
tioned that the National Agency commis-
sioned the research. As experts, agency repre-
sentatives provided ideas and proposals on the
focus of the study in the phase of designing
the online questionnaire by consulting, and as
such they participated in the research process.

Research question 3 on facilitating factors
regarding the learning environment refers to
personalized relations, to personal encoun-
ters and pedagogics based on participants’
needs (an individualized approach). With re-
gard to the reliability of the results, it can be
stated that the majority of the respondents
were teachers in general courses and not in
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specific courses, which are often designed
for groups of people with disabilities. There-
fore, we might have missed some aspects re-
lated to the special circumstances in such
specific courses. However, as our starting
point in this study has been the development
of participant groups in the general course,
the experiences of the responding teachers
should be more relevant based on their
teaching context. Furthermore, the collec-
tion of data occurred at the beginning of the
autumn semester at the folk high schools.
There is a risk that the respondents filling in
the questionnaire did not have a full over-
view of their students yet and the group they
would be dealing with over the semester or
year to come. One could guess that some ad-
justments happened later on (following a so-
called ‘re-active’ instead of a ‘pro-active’ ap-
proach), during the semester, after teachers
had gained a better understanding of the in-
dividual students’ needs.

With reference to question 4 and the po-
tential for further development of the learn-
ing environment, it can be stated that the
growing numbers of participants with disa-
bilities at folk high schools is mirrored in
how teachers experience their working con-
ditions, for example they call for compe-
tence development regarding knowledge
about disabilities. The wish to develop
knowledge about participants with disabili-
ties and special needs is not only a result of
our study but became evident in Andersson’s
et al. (2013) research, and could even be seen
as one of the new challenges concerning the
participant group. There is competence and
knowledge at the folk high schools regarding
special education, but it is not always formal-
ized. For example, very few teachers have a
special needs teacher or a special educational
needs coordinator (SENCO) degree. In oth-
er words, the formal competence is restrict-
ed. Interestingly enough, a total population
study of both degrees (referred to as special

educators) by Göransson, Lindqvist and Nil-
holm (2015) does not take into considera-
tion the possibility of special educators
working within adult education. This should
just be seen as another example of the ne-
glect of adult learning within special needs
and inclusive education. The competence
discussion coupled with the call for know-
ledge on disability is even linked to the most
relevant success factors regarding the learn-
ing environment that were identified: ‘peda-
gogics based on the participants’ needs’ and
‘personalized relations between staff and par-
ticipants’, aspects that have also been found
important in other research. Baric et al.
(2016) have found individualized teaching
methods and caring teachers as part of prac-
tical and emotional support systems to be
relevant factors for a successful learning en-
vironment for people with neuro-psychiat-
ric disabilities. These factors can be seen as
essential for ensuring good conditions for
taking care of people with disabilities.

Even if folk high schools, as part of the
lifelong learning sector, recently seem to
have started a new discourse on special needs
(see Spenceley, 2012), traces of this discourse
could be found as early as the mid-1980s
when folk high schools were described as ‘an
avenue for the education and integration of
young adults with special needs’ (Juul, 1985,
p. 121). However, the ongoing international
discourse on special needs has shifted in the
meantime, arguing and aiming for inclusive
education, which calls for incorporating
adult learning to a greater extent. Clark’s
(2006) systematization of the field ‘adult ed-
ucation and disability’ with educational ac-
commodation due to diversity, with ques-
tions of access to courses and individual
learning opportunities, is mirrored in our re-
sults. Our study contributes to a possible dis-
course on inclusion according to the princi-
ple of education for all. Yet it can be ques-
tioned to what extent identity development
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and empowerment as part of individual
learning opportunities (see Clark, 2006),
which also serve as important characteristics
of Swedish folk high schools, should be seen
to be central when courses are obligatory,
and the notion of schools acting inde-
pendently and freely gets challenged through
welfare actors’ influence and impact.

There is a question about whether teach-
ers at folk high schools should be specially
trained and prepared to be able to handle the
specific needs of new and growing partici-
pant groups, or whether they should contin-
ue working with their open approach,
which is considered typical for this specific
lifelong learning sector. It might be that
competence development in the area dis-
cussed here could help the teachers and the
folk high schools to solve the dilemma. If the
special needs could be met within the open
approach that partly results from the lack of a
national curriculum, and with more com-
prehensive and elaborated competence on
special education among teachers and other
staff members, then folk high schools would
be even better prepared for meeting diversity
in the participant group.

Endnotes

1 The data collection took place in August
2014, when there were 150 folk high schools
in Sweden. Four new schools have been
added since then.
2 http://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se
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