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[bookmark: _Toc231370422]Introduction and Rationale
[bookmark: _Ref224133131]Postsecondary education has historically been seen as a reliable pathway to employment. However, postsecondary graduates – especially university graduates – are entering a more uncertain labour market than ever before. Between 2024 and 2025, the number of entry-level jobs requiring a bachelor’s degree shrank by more than half; for the first time in decades, university graduates have lower employment rates than those with college diplomas or trades education.[endnoteRef:2] These challenges are compounded for graduates from underrepresented groups, including people with disabilities, who face persistent stigma, discrimination, and accessibility barriers in addition to overall labour market uncertainty. [2:  Nelson, P., & Yang, B. (2025, October 2). Eligible bachelors: Canada’s newest university graduates face an increasingly challenging job market. Labour Market Information Council (LMIC). https://lmic-cimt.ca/eligible-bachelors-canadas-newest-university-graduates-face-an-increasingly-challenging-job-market/] 

[bookmark: _Ref224130786][bookmark: _Ref225512612][bookmark: _Ref227340197]The employability benefits of postsecondary education are not conferred equally. Despite the fact that higher numbers of people with disabilities are attaining postsecondary education than ever before, significant employment inequities persist.[endnoteRef:3] As of the 2023 reporting cycle of the National Graduates Survey (NGS), 2020 postsecondary graduates with disabilities were still less likely to be employed than their peers without disabilities at approximately 3 years post-graduation (84.1% versus 88.3%).[endnoteRef:4] Postsecondary-educated workers with disabilities are also frequently underutilized in their roles, and are 15% more likely to say they are overqualified for the work they do.2 While the employment gap between workers with and without disabilities does narrow as educational attainment increases, outcomes also vary greatly depending on the nature of graduates’ disabilities; in 2017, among university graduates with the most severe disability-related barriers, less than a third were employed.[endnoteRef:5] It is likely that employment outcomes also vary along intersectional lines, such as gender identity, race and ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. [3:  Chatoor, K. (2021). Postsecondary credential attainment and labour market outcomes for ontario students with disabilities. Toronto: Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario. https://heqco.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Postsecondary-Credential-Attainment-and-Labour-Market-Outcomes-for-Ontario-Students-with-Disabilities_FINAL.pdf]  [4:  Statistics Canada. (2024). National Graduates Survey, 2023 [Canada]: Class of 2020 (Version V2) [Data set]. Borealis. https://doi.org/10.5683/SP3/DDEETL]  [5:  Morris, S., Fawcett, G., Brisebois, L., & Hughes, J. (2018). A demographic, employment and income profile of Canadians with disabilities aged 15 years and over, 2017. Statistics Canada. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-654-x/89-654-x2018002-eng.htm] 

[bookmark: _Ref225533654]As well as being an equity and human rights issue, the labour market barriers faced by postsecondary graduates with disabilities represent a significant concern for the health of Canada’s future workforce and economy. Disability rates among young adults on the rise, having increased seven percentage points between 2017 and 2022;[endnoteRef:6] simultaneously, many older workers are exiting the workforce as the largest generation, Baby Boomers, have reached or will soon be reaching retirement age.[endnoteRef:7] Addressing this employment gap is a priority for jobseekers with disabilities in Canada, employers in Canada, and workers in Canada in general. [6:  Hébert, B.-P., Kevins, C., Mofidi, A., Morris, S., Simionescu, D., & Thicke, M. (2024). A demographic, employment and income profile of persons with disabilities aged 15 years and over in Canada, 2022 (Nos. 89-654–X). Statistics Canada. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-654-x/89-654-x2024001-eng.pdf]  [7:  Labour Market Information Council (2024, August). Labour market resilience in the face of an aging population. https://lmic-cimt.ca/labour-market-resilience-in-the-face-of-an-aging-population/] 

[bookmark: _Ref224138573]Substantial research and resources have been dedicated to the secondary-to-postsecondary transition for youth with disabilities, but there are comparatively fewer for the postsecondary-to-work transition. However, there is existing evidence for several gaps in the postsecondary-to-work system. For example, research from the National Educational Association of Disabled Students (NEADS) found the accessibility of career development and work-integrated learning resources in Canadian colleges and universities often lags behind classroom accessibility, and transition-out supports for graduates with disabilities can be inadequate or nonexistent.[endnoteRef:8] In other words, inclusion and accessibility are often ‘siloed’ in classroom spaces, with professional development, work-learn, and career planning spaces implemented with little consideration for students with disabilities. This discrepancy likely contributes to employment disparities post-graduation, but more research is needed to both corroborate this finding and elucidate the reasons why.7 Further attention is also needed to explore the intersectional barriers experienced by new graduates with disabilities who are members of other underrepresented communities. [8:  NEADS (2018). Landscape of accessibility and accommodation in post-secondary education for students with disabilities: Report by the National Educational Association of Disabled Students (NEADS). https://www.neads.ca/en/about/media/AccessibilityandAccommodation%202018-5landscapereport.pdf] 

[bookmark: _Toc231370423]Objectives
SURF was a three-year longitudinal, mixed-methods study examining employment outcomes for new graduates with disabilities in Canada with the ultimate goal of better understanding barriers experienced by new graduates, and identifying what resources, services, and/or policies could support new graduates through this transition period.
Research Questions
Through the SURF project, we investigated the following research questions: 
1. What expectations do students with disabilities have for graduating and entering the labour market?
a. How do these expectations vary (if at all) depending on intersecting sociodemographic factors (e.g., gender, age, race, Indigeneity, disability, and socioeconomic status, geographic location, and type of education)?
b. Do their expectations for their job searches significantly differ from actual outcomes?
2. Are new graduates with disabilities satisfied with their employment (in terms of working conditions, relevance to their skills and education, and accessibility and inclusivity)?
a. Do employment outcomes (including satisfaction, relevance, accessibility) vary depending on intersecting sociodemographic factors?
3. What barriers (if any) do students with disabilities perceive to entering the labour market after completing post-secondary education?
a. Do these barriers vary depending on intersecting sociodemographic factors?
4. Do students with disabilities feel that the accessibility processes and practices in place at their postsecondary institutions have prepared them to enter the labour market?
5. What resources and supports in postsecondary institutions contribute to successful career planning and labour market preparation?
a. What new resources could be introduced or refined?
[bookmark: _Toc231370424]Methods
We used an exploratory mixed-methods approach (quantitative -> qualitative -> quantitative) to investigate the research questions. Participants completed an initial quantitative survey (baseline), and were invited to complete a second quantitative survey approximately one year later (follow-up). At approximately the midpoint of the study, qualitative data were collected with a subset of participants via focus groups. Findings from the baseline survey informed our interpretation of the focus group findings as well as the design of the follow-up survey.
[bookmark: _Toc231370425]Framework and Approach
CCRW and the SURF research team utilize the social model of disability, which understands disability as resulting from societal barriers, in contrast to the medical model that views disability as an inherent impairment needing a cure.[endnoteRef:9],[endnoteRef:10] In this view, persons become disabled by a lack of infrastructure, like ramps or accessible toilets, or by people’s attitudes, behaviours, and perceptions, and not by impairment. Additionally, the research team’s approach is informed by the principles of community-based, participatory research, and the importance of centering the perspectives of those with lived experience. As such, persons with disabilities were involved at all stages of the research project. The co-principal investigator, Dr. Vanessa Sinclair, Director of Research & Evaluation, is a person with multiple disabilities, and was jointly responsible for the design and execution of all research activities. CCRW staff, including staff on the research team, includes many people with disabilities, with approximately 58% of the organization’s staff self-identifying as of CCRW’s 2024-2025 staff survey. Additionally, to ensure the project was informed by diverse community perspectives, the research team convened a community advisory committee (CAC) to solicit feedback on the research questions, methods, and knowledge mobilization activities. [9:  Bogart, K. R., Bonnett, A. K., Logan, S. W., & Kallem, C. (2022). Intervening on Disability Attitudes through Disability Models and Contact in Psychology Education: Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology. Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology, 8(1), 15–26. https://doi.org/10.1037/stl0000194]  [10:  Oliver, M. (1996). Understanding disability: From theory to practice. St. Martin’s Press.] 

Community Advisory Committee
The CAC participated in SURF throughout the entire project timeline, providing ongoing feedback and suggestions on accessibility in research methods; recruitment channels; and avenues for mobilizing project findings. Members of the CAC self-identified as persons with disabilities and/or other underrepresented groups, and all had experience in the postsecondary environment as students, academic workers, or both. The CAC included representatives based at the following postsecondary institutions:
· Trent University
· Laurier University
· University of Waterloo
[bookmark: _Toc231370426]Participants
Our objectives were to investigate experiences during the transition period between school and securing employment. As such, our target population was individuals who were on the cusp of graduating from their postsecondary programs (i.e., those who planned to graduate within a year), and our goal was to follow up with these participants approximately 6-12 months after their anticipated graduation dates.
To be eligible to participate in the SURF project, participants:
1. Were currently attending a Canadian post-secondary institution (university or college)
2. Expected to graduate in 2024
3. Self-identified as a person with a disability
At the outset, we aimed to recruit 500-1,000 participants at baseline; however, significant recruitment challenges necessitated revising this target down. These challenges are described in further detail in the section Limitations and Future Directions. Outreach was conducted both through direct, community-based channels via CCRW’s networks and those of project partners (Queen’s University, Carleton University, Trent University, and NEADS), as well as through a third-party survey recruitment panel contracted via the University of Saskatchewan Canadian Hub for Applied and Social Research (CHASR).
[bookmark: _Toc231370427]Materials and Process
Data were collected at the following points and with the following tools:
1. Baseline survey (Fall 2023-Fall 2024)
2. Midpoint focus groups (Summer-Fall 2024)
3. Follow-up survey (Spring-Fall 2025)
All eligible participants who consented to participate received the baseline survey. On completing the baseline survey, participants had the option to indicate their interest in participating in a focus group. Baseline survey respondents were invited via email (direct outreach) or via CHASR’s contracted survey panel provider to complete the follow-up survey. Baseline and follow-up data were linked via a de-identified 6-digit code created by participants in the baseline survey.
Baseline Survey
The baseline survey collected information on participant demographics, disability experience, type of education, and employment goals.
Demographics
Data collected include participants’ gender identity, age, race/ethnicity, subjective socioeconomic status, domestic/international student status, and residential setting (urban, suburban, or rural/remote).
Disability
Data on disability were collected including disability type (motor/dexterity; mobility/agility; developmental; intellectual; learning; sensory; communication; mental health and/or addictions; medical; or another type), as well as disability visibility (apparent; non-apparent; or it depends) and disability permanency (chronic/permanent; temporary; or episodic/fluctuating). Participants could select as many options as applied to them.
Education
Educational information included participants’ field of study and type of program (e.g., four-year bachelor’s degree).
Employment Goals and Expectations
Data are collected about participants’ expectations for the length of their job search; salary goals; and whether they hope to find employment in a field related to their education.
Follow-Up Survey
The follow-up survey collected information about participants’ graduation status and employment search experiences to-date. Participants were asked whether they had graduated from their programs and whether they were currently employed.
Employment Outcomes and Employment Quality
Depending on graduation and employment status, participants responded to questions about how many jobs they had held since graduating; how long it took to secure their first job; what resources or supports (if any) helped them to obtain their current job; whether their job was related to their field of study; their income bracket; and indicators of employment quality (working hours, self-reported ratings of accessibility and inclusion, overall job satisfaction, and intentions to seek new employment).
Resources and Supports
The follow-up survey also queried whether participants accessed disability-related government benefits as a postsecondary student or after graduating and whether this impacted their employment search, and what they felt would be the most important resources or supports for helping new graduates with disabilities access employment.
Semi-Structured Focus Group Guide
The semi-structured focus group guide was designed to explore participants’ experiences as students with disabilities navigating their educational institutions; the policies and practices that helped and/or hindered their academic achievement and career development; and the varied ways disability may intersect with other aspects of their social identities to influence their postsecondary journeys and career preparedness. 
Example questions include “Did your school offer any accessibility supports or inclusive practices that influence how prepared you feel to find work or start working?”, and “Are there any barriers you have experienced, or anticipate experiencing, in the transition from school into the workforce?”
[bookmark: _Toc231370428]Data Cleaning and Validation
All survey data were screened to remove entries that did not provide any survey responses (i.e., did not consent to participate, or declined to respond to all survey questions). Additionally, multiple attention checks were embedded in the surveys to screen for careless or fraudulent responses.
Image Attention Check
A clipart image randomly presented from a pool of four images of common objects was displayed to survey participants. Participants were asked to indicate the content of the image in an open text field. Alternative text was embedded to accommodate participants completing the survey using screen reader software. Participants who did not correctly identify the image were excluded from analysis.
Postsecondary Institution Attention Check
In response to the high number of fraudulent or suspicious responses received at the outset of recruitment, additional screening measures were implemented to filter out individuals who were not Canadian postsecondary students.
Direct and Partner Recruitment
Individuals recruited via direct outreach or through partner organizations were required to provide an email address affiliated with a Canadian postsecondary institution to receive the link to the baseline survey.
Third-Party Recruitment
For individuals recruited via the third-party survey recruitment panel, participants were asked to select their postsecondary institution from a dropdown menu of Canadian postsecondary institutions at the beginning of the survey. At the end of the survey, participants were asked to enter the name of their postsecondary institution in an open text field. Participants whose entries did not match were excluded from analysis.
Additional security and screening measures taken by the third-party recruitment provider included double-opt in recruitment, profile validation, and regular internal quality management questionnaires distributed to participant pools.
[bookmark: _Toc231370429]Results
[bookmark: _Toc231370430]Survey Participant Characteristics
After data cleaning, 288 valid responses were included in the baseline survey data. A total of 47 participants completed the follow-up survey, but 5 cases could not be linked with a valid baseline response; as such, the total number of complete cases (responses with a valid baseline and follow-up response) was 42.
Baseline
Demographics
In the baseline sample, participant ages ranged from 17-58 years, with an average age of 24.1. The sample included 154 women (53.5%), 108 men (37.5%), 22 participants who identified as non-binary or opted to self-identify their gender (7.6%), and 4 who declined to respond. Women were slightly overrepresented in the sample, aligning with statistics showing that more women than men have a disability,5 and that more women than men attend and graduate postsecondary education.[endnoteRef:11] A high proportion of participants (105; 36.5%) identified as 2SLGBTQIA+. This finding aligns with statistics showing individuals who identify as 2SLGBTQIA+ are disproportionately likely to experience disability: 2SLGBTQIA+ individuals comprise approximately 4% of the Canadian population[endnoteRef:12] but almost 9% of the population of Canadians with disabilities.[endnoteRef:13] [11:  Statistics Canada (2023). Proportion of male and female postsecondary graduates, by field of study and International Standard Classification of Education. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3710013502]  [12:  Statistics Canada (2022). LGBTQ2+ people. Canada at a Glance, 2022. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/12-581-x/2022001/sec6-eng.htm]  [13:  Rabinowitz, T. (2024). A profile of 2SLGBTQ+ persons with disabilities, 2022. Reports on Disability and Accessibility in Canada. Statistics Canada. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-654-x/89-654-x2024002-eng.htm] 

Over two-thirds (202; 70.1%) of participants identified their race as White (including participants who may have selected multiple responses). Twenty-one participants (7.3%) identified as East Asian; 17 (5.9%) identified as South Asian; 23 (8.0%) identified as Indigenous Canadian (First Nations, Métis, or Inuit); 13 (4.5%) identified as Latino/Latina/Latinx; 8 (2.8%) identified as Middle Eastern/North African; 20 (6.9%) identified as Black; and 4 (1.4%) identified as Southeast Asian.
Responses to the socioeconomic status (SES) item ranged from 1 to 10. On average, participants rated their subjective SES in Canada at 4.84 (SD[footnoteRef:2] = 1.83) and at their academic institutions at 4.75 (SD = 1.90), indicating participants perceived themselves as middle class on average. [2:  Standard deviation] 

Disability
The most prevalent disability type reported by participants was mental health and/or addictions, with over a third of participants having a mental health disability. This corroborates national  statistics showing that mental health disability is the most common disability type among young adults,5 as well as evidence suggesting postsecondary students face disproportionately high rates of mental health disability.[endnoteRef:14] The table below shows the number and proportion of participants reporting each type of disability. [14:  Moghimi, E. et al. (2023). Mental health challenges, treatment experiences, and care needs of post-secondary students: A cross-sectional mixed-methods study. BMC Public Health, 23(655). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-023-15452-x] 

Table 1. Disability types reported by participants at baseline survey
	Type of disability
	

	Mental health and/or addictions
	122 (42.4%)

	Learning
	71 (24.7%)

	Medical
	65 (22.6%)

	Sensory
	54 (18.8%)

	Mobility/agility
	47 (16.3%)

	Developmental
	41 (14.2%)

	Communication
	28 (9.7%)

	Motor/dexterity
	24 (8.3%)

	Intellectual
	22 (7.6%)

	Other
	11 (3.8%)



Over half of participants (159; 55.2%) said at least one of their disabilities was non-visible (i.e., not readily apparent to others). About a quarter (79; 27.4%) said they had a visible disability. About one in five (57; 19.8%) of participants had at least one disability that was episodic or fluctuating in nature. Over a third (116; 40.3%) of participants had multiple disabilities.
Education
The majority of participants were domestic students (241; 83.7%). Most indicated they lived either in urban (68; 37.4%) or suburban areas (134; 46.5%%) while attending school; 22 lived in rural/remote areas (7.6%).
Most participants were university students, with over four-fifths (234; 81.3%) indicating they were completing a four-year (204; 70.8%) or a three-year bachelor's degree program (30; 10.4%). The remaining participants were completing a college diploma (32; 11.1%), college certificate (7; 24.3%), or other type of program (13; 4.5%).
Follow-Up Participant Characteristics
Demographics
The characteristics of the follow-up sample were comparable to those of the baseline sample overall. The average age of participants was 24.35 years, with a range of 18 to 46. However, only one participant was over the age of 30. Women were slightly overrepresented, with 26 (61.90%) of participants identifying as women, 9 (21.42%) as men, 6 as non-binary, and one who preferred to self-identify their gender (genderqueer). Twenty-one, or half (50%), of the participants identified themselves as members of the 2SLGBTQ+ community; one declined to answer. One third of participants (14, 33.3%) were members of a racialized group. Average perceived SES at school (M = 5.7) and within Canada (5.4) were roughly middle class.
Disability
Disability-related characteristics were also comparable to the baseline sample, with mental health and/or addictions being the most commonly reported disability type. However, the proportion of participants reporting a learning disability in the follow-up sample doubled, and the proportion reporting a developmental disability nearly doubled. Conversely, the proportion reporting a motor/dexterity disability halved, and the proportion reporting a mobility/agility disability nearly halved. The table below shows the number and proportion of students reporting each type of disability.
Table 2. Disability types reported by participants at follow-up
	Type of disability
	

	Mental health and/or addictions
	23 (54.8%%)

	Learning
	21 (50.0%)

	Medical
	14 (33.3%)

	Sensory
	6 (14.3%)

	Mobility/agility
	4 (9.5%)

	Developmental
	10 (23.8%)

	Communication
	3 (7.1%)

	Motor/dexterity
	2 (4.8%)

	Intellectual
	4 (9.5%)

	Other
	2 (4.8%)



Over half of participants (25; 59.5%) had multiple disabilities; an increase in proportion relative to the baseline sample. Most (31; 73.8%) said at least one of their disabilities was non-visible (i.e., not readily apparent to others). About one in five (9; 21.4%%) of participants had at least one disability that was episodic or fluctuating in nature.
Education
Similar to the baseline sample, nearly all participants were domestic students (40; 95.2%). Most lived either in urban (14; 33.3%) or suburban areas (22; 52.4%%) while attending school; 6 lived in rural/remote areas (14.3%), roughly double the proportion who lived in rural areas in the baseline sample.
Most participants were university students, with three-quarters having completed (or were in the process of completing) a four-year bachelor’s (33; 78.5%) and three completing a 3-year bachelor’s (7.1%). The remaining participants were completing a college diploma (2; 4.8%), college certificate (1; 2.4%), or other type of program (3; 7.1%).
[bookmark: _Toc231370431]Focus Group Data Analytic Process
Focus group facilitators took detailed field notes (i.e., summarizing participant responses and overall impressions of the focus group) to enable early themes to be identified, and to flag potential methodological challenges.
To analyze the data, two research staff members reviewed a selection of focus group/interview transcripts to develop a list of initial codes. The codebook consists of top-level themes and sub-themes, definitions for each theme, and examples of content coded in each theme. To support the trustworthiness of our codebook, we applied a rigorous process for codebook development. Six team members (three experienced codebook developers and three trainees) were assigned the same focus group transcript to review, assigning names (“codes”) to ideas (“themes”) in their individual transcript using the comment function in Microsoft Word. The team met three times. In the first meeting, the first half of the transcript was reviewed as a team, discussing how the team members coded each passage. The lead analyst and facilitator began forming the codebook based on the discussion. Following this meeting, all team members used the codebook draft to code the second half of the transcript, flagging where new codes were needed or where existing codes needed to be changed. The second meeting followed the same steps as the first.
After the second meeting, the codebook was tested with a new transcript to see where new codes were needed, or changes were needed to existing codes. The team met a final time to discuss. Following this meeting, the lead analyst reviewed field notes of the remaining transcripts, adding or changing codes where needed to create the final version of the codebook. This process continued until the review of field notes resulted in no new themes.
[bookmark: _Toc231370432]Focus Group Participant Characteristics
Participants in the focus groups were not required to disclose specific demographic information or their disability type, but those who mentioned or described their disability type primarily had non-apparent disabilities including:
· Learning disabilities
· Neurodivergence (ADHD)
· Mental health-related disabilities
· Social anxiety
· Sensory disabilities
· Medical disabilities (sun allergy; dysmenorrhea)
Similarly, participants were not asked to disclose any demographic information, but some participants shared demographic information about themselves:
· Participants included men, women, and non-binary individuals
· Participants self-described their race or ethnicity, identifying as a person of colour, South Asian, Black, and White
· One participant shared that they are Muslim
· One participant shared that they identify as Queer
· One participant shared they had experienced generational poverty and low socio-economic status
· One participant shared that they are a survivor of abuse
· One participant shared that they were the first person in their family to go to university
Of the participants who shared what type of educational institution they attended, the majority were currently or had been recently attending university. Two shared that they had previously attended college before going to university.
Many participants were taking longer than usual to complete their post-secondary education. Reasons for this included:
· Taking time off during the COVID-19 pandemic
· Needing to work while at school
· Waiting for government funding to be dispersed
· Needing to take extra time due to their disability (e.g., learning disability, mental health-related disability).
Most participants were soon-to-be graduates, although a few had recently graduated.
Participants were enrolled in a wide range of programs, covering topics such as:
· Communication and media
· Political science and labour
· Biology
· English and cultural studies
· Gender and social justice
· Psychology
· General degree
· Accounting
· History
· Business
· Administration
Many participants were currently working. Some worked part time during school, including working on campus through a job program or taking odd jobs like proctoring exams. A few participants worked full-time during summer, while one participant worked seasonal jobs during the summer. One participant was anticipating a practicum placement to begin in the coming months.
A couple participants talked about how working during school was necessary. For one, it was to fund their education, especially as they are taking additional time to complete their studies due to their disability.
[bookmark: _Toc231370433]Expectations and Employment Outcomes
To investigate research questions 1 and 1(a-b) regarding students’ expectations for graduating and entering the labour market, how these expectations varied (if at all) along sociodemographic lines, and whether these expectations differed from actual outcomes, we examined descriptive statistics of participants expectations at baseline, as well as conducted inferential analyses of disaggregated data at baseline and at follow-up.
Employment Goals and Expectations at Baseline
At baseline, nearly all participants hoped to find employment in a field related to their studies (261; 90.6%). Participants varied on how long they expected their job search process to take. Most expected the process to take at least one month, but less than six months, with only one in ten participants expecting to find a job within one month of graduating (30; 10.4%) and about one in nine who thought it would take six months or more (39; 13.5%). Roughly one-quarter of participants expected to find a job in 1-2 months (74; 25.7%); about a third thought it would take 2-3 months (91; 31.6%); and about one in six expected it would take 3-6 months (52; 18.6%).
Figure 1. Expected job search duration

Salary expectations were roughly normally distributed. More than half of the participants (159; 55.2%) expected to earn a salary between $50,000-$79,999 in their first job post-graduation. Very few participants expected to earn a salary of $100,000 or more (8; 2.8%), or of $30,000 or less (15; 5.2%).





Figure 2. Expected salary

Sociodemographic and disability-related factors
Spearman’s correlation coefficients were calculated to determine whether expectations varied along sociodemographic or disability-related lines. Spearman’s rank-order correlation is a non-parametric test that can be used when at least one variable is ranked (ordinal) – as was the case for the response data for job search and salary expectations – and is a more robust measure when data violate assumptions of normality (e.g., data are highly skewed). The tables below show the correlation coefficients (rho; ρ) and p values for both job search expectations and salary expectations with sociodemographic factors for the baseline sample.
For the purposes of the correlation analysis, non-binary and genderqueer respondents were combined into one group with women. Additionally, a binary variable was created for rurality, with suburban and urban participants coded as one group. A binary variable was also created to compare participants who were members of a visible minority/racialized group with participants who were not.
Table 3. Spearman correlation coefficients for job search expectations with sociodemographic and disability-related variables
	
	
	rho (ρ)
	p

	Job search expectations
	Age
	0.05
	.38

	
	Gender
	.01
	.90

	
	2SLGBTQ+
	.01
	.92

	
	Rurality
	.00
	.95

	
	International student
	-.07
	.27

	
	Indigeneity
	-.02
	.80

	
	Black Canadian
	-.05
	.42

	
	East Asian
	.04
	.49

	
	Latino/Latina/Latinx
	-.04
	.54

	
	Middle Eastern, North African, or West Asian
	-.02
	.79

	
	South Asian
	.18***
	.002

	
	Southeast Asian
	-.06
	.33

	
	White
	-.04
	.49

	
	Visible minority
	.04
	.48

	
	Number of disabilities
	.18
	.003***

	
	Non-apparent disability
	-.03
	.70

	
	Mental health
	.20
	.001**

	
	Learning
	.06
	.32

	
	Medical
	.02
	.69

	
	Sensory
	-.05
	.42

	
	Mobility/agility
	.09
	.13

	
	Developmental
	.01
	.92

	
	Communication
	-.01
	.91

	
	Motor/dexterity
	.06
	.35

	
	Intellectual
	.06
	.30


*Significant at p < .05; **significant at p < .01; ***significant at p < .001
Overall, job search expectations of students with disabilities did not vary significantly depending on sociodemographic factors. However, having a longer expected job search timeline was weakly correlated with South Asian identity. Two disability-related factors were significantly correlated with expecting a longer job search: having a mental health disability, and the number of disabilities reported. That is, students with mental health disabilities, and those with multiple disabilities, expected to take longer to find a job.
Table 4. Spearman correlation coefficients for salary expectations with sociodemographic and disability-related variables
	
	
	rho (ρ)
	p

	Salary expectations
	Age
	-.08
	.19

	
	Gender
	-.13
	.04*

	
	2SLGBTQ+
	-.14
	.02*

	
	Rurality
	-.01
	.82

	
	International student
	.15
	.01*

	
	Indigeneity
	-.01
	.81

	
	Black Canadian
	.06
	.34

	
	East Asian
	-.06
	.32

	
	Latino/Latina/Latinx
	.03
	.62

	
	Middle Eastern, North African, or West Asian
	.09
	.16

	
	South Asian
	.06
	.32

	
	Southeast Asian
	.09
	.15

	
	White
	-.10
	.13

	
	Visible minority
	.09
	.12

	
	Number of disabilities
	-.08
	.16

	
	Non-apparent disability
	.02
	.76

	
	Mental health
	-.05
	.43

	
	Learning
	-.01
	.87

	
	Medical
	-.07
	.23

	
	Sensory
	-.06
	.36

	
	Mobility/agility
	-.10
	.10

	
	Developmental
	-.01
	.88

	
	Communication
	.05
	.36

	
	Motor/dexterity
	.07
	.20

	
	Intellectual
	-.03
	.62


*Significant at p < .05; **significant at p < .01; ***significant at p < .001
No disability-related factors were correlated with salary expectations. However, several sociodemographic factors were significantly related. There was a small but significant negative correlation between salary and identifying as a member of the 2SLGBTQ+ community; as well as with identifying as a woman, non-binary, or genderqueer person. Additionally, there was a small, significant positive correlation between salary expectations and being an international student. In other words, women, gender non-binary persons, and members of the 2SLGBTQ+ community tended to have lower salary expectations, and international students tended to have higher salary expectations.
Employment Outcomes
Most participants (35; 83.33%) had graduated at the time of follow-up. Of those who had graduated, 21 (60%) had found a job. Among those who had graduated but were not employed, 12 (85.71%) were actively looking for work. About half of the employed participants (11; 52.38%) found their job in less than a month after graduating. For three participants (14.29%), the job search took longer than 6 months.



Figure 3. Actual job search duration

Note: Employed participants only
Due to the small size of the follow-up sample, some variables had to be recategorized to create larger groups for inferential analysis. Disability types were collapsed into the following categories: motor/dexterity and mobility/agility were combined into physical disabilities, sensory and communication were combined into sensory and communication disabilities, and intellectual and developmental were combined into intellectual and developmental disabilities.
Chi-square tests were calculated to explore whether employment outcomes different depending on sociodemographic or disability-related characteristics. The chi-square test is a non-parametric inferential test used with categorical data to determine whether there is a significant difference between the statistically expected (based on random chance) number of participants who fall into a given group (e.g., obtain a certain employment outcome), compared to what is actually observed in the data. Spearman correlation coefficients were calculated to explore links between expected and actual outcomes (job search length and salary expectations), as well as actual job search length and obtained salaries with sociodemographic factors and disability-related characteristics.
Neither sociodemographic characteristics nor disability-related characteristics were significantly predictive of employment outcomes, although gender and visible minority status approached significance, with more women and non-binary participants finding employment relative to men. Specifically, 18 (72.0%) of the women and non-binary graduates were employed, while only 3 (33.3%) of the men were employed, X2 = 2.71, p = .10; and 17 (70.8%) of white participants were employed, while only 4 (36.4%) visible minority participants were employed, X2 = 2.43, p = .12. In other words, women and white graduates with disabilities appeared to be more likely to find work by the time of follow-up; however, the small sample size makes it challenging to draw conclusions.
There was a moderate and significant correlation between the expected length of the job search and how long it actually took (ρ = .45, p = .04), as well as a moderate, significant correlation between desired and obtained salaries (ρ = .47, p = .04).
Only 15 (42.86%) of graduates found that their job search was aligned with or better than their expectations. Three participants accurately judged how long their job search would take, and for 12 participants, their job search was shorter than expected. Conversely, for 20 graduates (57.14%), their job search took longer than expected (including the 14 participants who had graduated but were still looking for work at the time of follow-up). Additionally, of the participants who had graduated but were still looking for work, the average length of their job search to-date was about 1.2 years. Similarly, over half (11; 52.38%) of employed graduates were earning salaries that did not meet their expectations. Only six graduates (28.57%) were earning more than they expected. Over a third of employed participants (8; 38.10%) said they earned $29,999 or less.
Job search length was not significantly linked with sociodemographic factors or disability characteristics, with one exception: number of disabilities. The number of co-occurring disabilities reported by participants was strongly, significantly correlated with the length of time spent searching for work (ρ = .77, p = .04). That is, new graduates with multiple disabilities took longer to find a job. Having an intellectual or developmental disability was moderately correlated with a longer job search, but this effect did not reach significance (ρ = .36, p = .11).
Overall, neither sociodemographic characteristics nor disability-related characteristics were significantly related to obtained salaries. Having a mental health disability was moderately and negatively correlated with salary, but this correlation did not reach significance (ρ = -.33, p = .15). It is plausible that with a larger sample, a significant relationship between mental health disability and obtained salary would manifest.
[bookmark: _Toc231370434]Employment Quality and Satisfaction
To address research questions 2 and 2a regarding employment quality and satisfaction, as well as potential variations along sociodemographic lines, we computed descriptive statistics and inferential statistics with the follow-up survey data.
Only a third of employed participants in the follow-us sample had obtained permanent full-time roles; others were employed in part-time and/or contract-based positions. The small number of participants made it infeasible to calculate meaningful inferential statistics related to employment type (i.e., full-time versus part-time, and permanent versus contract, employment).  
Employed participants were satisfied with their jobs overall, rating this 3.57 (out of 5) on average. Employed participants were also generally satisfied with the accessibility of their jobs (M = 3.67).
Mann-Whitney U tests were computed to explore whether job satisfaction and accessibility ratings differed based on the predictor variables. The Mann-Whitney U test is a non-parametric inferential test used to investigate whether a significant difference exists between the mean scores of two independent samples, and is a more robust test when sample sizes are small or skewed. Overall, neither sociodemographic nor disability-related characteristics were significantly related to job satisfaction ratings. Participants with sensory or communication disabilities rated job satisfaction lower on average; however, there were only two employed participants with sensory or communication disabilities, and the Mann-Whitney U test was not significant (p = .11).
The length of the job search was moderately and negatively correlated with job satisfaction, though this correlation did not reach significance (ρ = -.34, p = .13). Interestingly, job satisfaction and salary were not correlated at all (ρ = -.01, p = .96). Accessibility and satisfaction, however, were modestly (though not significantly) correlated; participants who rated their workplaces as more accessible were more satisfied with their jobs, ρ = .32, p = .15.
[bookmark: _Toc231370435]Barriers (and Facilitators) to Employment
To address research questions 3 and 3a regarding barriers in the postsecondary-to-work transition, and whether barriers encountered vary depending on sociodemographic and disability variables, we computed descriptive statistics and inferential statistics with the follow-up survey data. Additionally, barriers to employment, and intersectional considerations, were explored in the focus groups.
The chart below shows the number of participants in the follow-up survey who reported they had encountered each barrier. The most common barrier reported by participants was that job opportunities required more experience than they had, with over one-third (12; 34.29%) of graduates saying this was a barrier to finding work. Beyond the barriers listed in the response options, participants shared that algorithmic and AI discrimination, as well as a lack of recognition for non-Canadian career experience, were barriers in their job search.
Figure 4. Barriers faced by new graduates with disabilities in their employment search

Chi-square tests were calculated for the most prevalent barriers – lack of experience, lack of available jobs, lacking required skills, and employer discrimination – but in most cases, small cell sizes made estimates unreliable. However, graduates who were members of a visible minority group were significantly more likely to report that a lack of relevant experience was a barrier, X2 = 4.38, p = 0.04, with 7 (63.6%) of visible minority graduates reporting this barrier, and only 20.8% (5) of white participants reporting this barrier.
From the focus group data, many participants described feeling overwhelmed, stressed, anxious, worried, and/or nervous about the school-to-work transition, while others felt excited or glad to be done school. Participants who felt concerned about the transition primarily felt that way because they felt unprepared for the next steps. A few participants felt they lacked the knowledge or skills they would need in this transition. Participants also felt unprepared to face the next set of challenges, like moving to a new city for graduate school or looking for work
A few participants shared that they would miss the enjoyment and freedom they found in student life. Participants who were looking forward to the transition into the workplace shared that they were optimistic about the future, were glad to be finished with school (which some found difficult), or felt prepared for the next steps.
Focus group participants described numerous anticipated barriers to getting a job once they finished school, including:
· Difficulty finding a job in their field (e.g., that this will take a long time, that there are few relevant jobs in their community, that they will have to create their own position or business, that there are not enough opportunities for Newcomers to Canada)
· Employer discrimination (e.g., not wanting to hire people with disabilities, lack of inclusive employers, token hiring, not wanting to hire people who spent extra time at school, not communicating openness to hiring people with disabilities)
· Interview-related barriers (e.g., low confidence, lack of experience interviewing, not meeting expectations during the interview, judgement during interviews, not making a good first impression, difficulty with being expressive and smiling)
· Inaccessible application processes
· Qualifications (e.g., lack of volunteer experience, lack of work experience, lack of Canadian work experience)
· Lack of confidence (e.g., feeling demotivated by length of time it takes to find work, imposter syndrome, feeling judged)
· Lack of knowledge about Canadian work culture
· Needing to rely on public transportation
· Concerns about AI making their job redundant
· Not having health care access during transition to work (e.g., psychiatrist or psychologist)
· Disability-specific barriers (e.g., low stamina, social anxiety)
Many participants also shared anticipated barriers to keeping their job, including:
· Stigma or discrimination (e.g., lack of understanding from coworkers, not wanting to appear vulnerable as a man, not being valued as a token hire, concern that disability will not be taken seriously, disability discrimination impacting job security and performance reviews)
· Uncertainty or reluctance to disclose disability
· Being denied accommodations
· Unclear expectations and communication
· Workplace norms (e.g., understanding Canadian workplace culture)
Several participants also anticipated facilitators to getting a job. They highlighted what they perceived as greater societal acceptance of people with disabilities (more openness, awareness, and familiarity with disability generally); as well as personal strengths, such as feeling confident, qualified, or prepared.
Participants described specific factors that shaped their level of preparedness for the school-to-work transition, including how their feelings of preparedness were influenced by intersectional identity factors, previous work experiences, and school experiences.
Intersectional Factors
A few participants shared how being a person with a disability might impact their experiences: 
“Whenever I’m in an interview or like preparing for one […] being worried that you're not going to meet that expectation and that [for] someone like me, who is disabled, it's like harder to compete and match the same level in terms of the presentation and answers or whatever it may be in an interview or job performance evaluation." (SF02-C01)
Several participants described how disability status intersected with gender dynamics to influence their preparedness. For example, not being able to meet expectations in the workforce or being perceived as weak, especially as a man:
"Societally, I feel like, as someone who identifies as a man, there tends to be the notion that you shouldn't be weak in any sense. And I don't think the disability is a weakness, but I do think that it can sometimes come off that way when you're not able to do the same things that other people are able to do." (SF02-C02)
One participant shared how, as a woman, she feels pressure to find work soon so she can be secure enough to take parental leave: 
"I believe as a woman I have to find a job just as soon as possible, sooner than another gender or other genders because I am in a position where I can have children and I want to have children. So, I feel that if I do not secure a position after leaving school within a reasonable amount of time, it will not provide me enough time to secure that position comfortably so I can leave it and take maternity and be able to come back to that job." (SF04-C01)
One participant also felt that he may have more difficulty being hired as a man because he perceived that employers want to hire women, and felt he would have to leverage his identity as a person of colour with a disability in order to be hired.
A few participants also talked about how other intersectional identities, including socioeconomic status and queerness, can impact their confidence, which can affect feelings of deservedness or cynicism about their job prospects:
"I have lived through generational poverty and live in poverty […] as a woman in general, but as again, someone who is low class, I have sort of like that imposter syndrome and it's something that I've been having to reconcile when it comes to looking for work as well. Like it's sort of that whole deservedness. And will I be able to fit into those organizations?” (SF03-C02)
“Being disabled or being queer, being all sorts of things where you don't necessarily fit other people's expectations can kind of damage your confidence and stuff a little bit. That there can be a little bit more maybe of a tendency to be a little bit like cynical about your prospects sometimes” (SF05-C01)
Finally, a participant from a South Asian country felt that Canada was more inclusive of different races, and felt optimistic about their prospects: "in Canada […] people are very patient and very inclusive when it comes to embracing different cultural groups […] that's a very good thing."
How Previous Work Experience Influenced Level of Preparedness
Several participants spoke about how their previous work experiences helped them feel more prepared for the school-to-work transition. For some, it helped them gain skills: "through my job, I've just learned a lot and met a lot of people. And I feel like most the networking I've done is through my job.” (SF01-C03) Others said volunteering helped them get a sense of the career path, work experiences helped them see what options were available, and having early work experience helped them see that some employers can be very supportive.
However, others felt that working during school meant they were less able to take part in events that would help them in the transition: 
"I was like always super busy, so if there was like an event or networking event or mentorship event or some kind of like event where you could, you know, learn or improve or you know build yourself, I would just miss those." (SF01-C03)
Negative experiences in the workforce also made some participants feel unsure about their next steps. They were concerned employers would not be as accommodating as schools. Some feared inclusion would be performative, or that they would be a ‘token hire’.
How School Experiences Influenced Level of Preparedness
A couple of participants talked about how school influenced their feelings of preparedness. Accommodating professors helped them feel like employers will be flexible. They also felt the heavy workload in school prepared them well for work.
Other Facilitators
For those who accessed government benefits and/or financial resources, the primary impacts noted were during their education; specifically, bursaries helped them purchase assistive technology, or partly covered the costs of tuition. No participants indicated these resources helped them with their job search. Similarly, for those who accessed community resources, most did not feel these had a significant impact on their job search; however, one participant specifically found the support of their local YMCA helpful in connecting with employers, and another described a program hosted by their educational institution that helped them develop skills to overcome disability-related barriers.
[bookmark: _Toc231370436]Helpfulness of Academic Resources
To explore question 4 regarding how prepared students with disabilities feel for the job search after utilizing services and resources at their postsecondary institutions – and how accessible these practices are – focus group data were analyzed to identify themes.
According to our participants, their institution provided numerous services to support the school-to-work transition:
· Networking with peers or alumni
· Mentorship
· Co-ops, internships, and/or student work programs
· Job shadowing
· Guest lectures
· Career-related course content
· Resume workshops
· Interview preparation
· Job search supports
· Job fairs
A few participants commented on advertisements of career support events, and their feelings about whether they were well-communicated were mixed. A couple participants expressed that they were not aware of the supports available to them, or that they were too busy to seek these services out. Some were hesitant to seek out these services because they feared they would not be helpful.
Participants also described their perceptions on the usefulness of career services at their school, with mixed reviews. Positive appraisals of their effectiveness described career networking events as accessible. Negative appraisals described poor coordination of services between employers and students; lack of field-specific support; and inaccessible events. Some felt the quality of specific supports, like resume writing assistance, were no better than similar resources available online.
Accessibility Services in Post-Secondary Institutions
Participants discussed how they were supported as students with disabilities in their post-secondary institution, describing the supports offered through student accessibility services (SAS) and strategies they used when services fell short.
Accommodations offered through SAS
Participants described numerous accommodations or equipment they were able to access through SAS, including:
· Note-takers
· Separate space for taking exams
· Extra time for tests
· Sit-stand desk
· Padded chairs
· Use of laptop
· Use of headphones
· Alternative modes of delivering presentations
· Access to FM system
· Access to tutors 
· Services offered by SAS
In addition to procurement of accommodations or equipment, participants described the other ways SAS supported their inclusion as students with disabilities, such as:
· Supporting disability grant applications
· Providing networking opportunities with other students with disabilities
· Coordinating with students and employers for on-campus employment
· Providing one-on-one coaching
· Advocacy (including if professors deny or push back against accommodations)
· Providing career support
Perceptions of quality of SAS services
Participants also mentioned challenges with the services provided by SAS. For example, one described how notetaking was not consistently offered if no students volunteer to take notes, and that the quality of notes was poor. Some said the accommodations were a band-ad solution that did little to create an accessible environment. As a result of these challenges, one participant was reluctant to use SAS, feeling the services would not be beneficial.
A few participants used individual strategies rather than accessing SAS, including sitting close to professors to hear better, and self-advocating for needs one-on-one with their professor rather than via SAS.
Inclusion in Postsecondary Institutions
Clubs, Spaces, and Activities
Participants’ colleges and universities typically included student-led clubs, spaces, and activities for shared interests and identities, such as athletics, STEM, religious groups, 2SLGBTQIAA+, and African-Canadian identities. These were promoted through syllabuses, classes, programs, community partnerships, emails, and posters, reinforcing an inclusive atmosphere.
Some clubs, spaces, and activities were accessible and culturally informed. Several participants noted welcoming environments such as prayer spaces, nature-inspired interior design, and tunnel art created by students. One participant’s campus provided a comfortable, quiet common area for diverse people to interact with one another. A Black participant appreciated exploring their identity without feeling restricted: “I would see a diverse culture being set up and I don’t feel limited or boxed in by being Black because, for example, I know there’s like an Afro-descent club versus a Caribbean club” (SF04-C01)
However, there were shortcomings, including overwhelming sizes and required commitments, a lack of clubs for non-STEM sectors, failure to recognize culturally distinct identities (e.g., South Asian Muslims versus Middle Eastern Muslims), stigma around mental health disabilities, limited support for immigrant students with disabilities, inconsistent programming, sororities not being safe or trauma-informed, minimal counselling supports, traditional classroom spaces, and stark architectural design creating feelings of isolation.
Coursework and Faculty
Participants engaged in discussions on intersectionality and interacted with diverse people through courses, which fostered identity exploration and inclusivity. For example, English classes enabled one participant to “explore a lot more in terms of, like queerness and race and ethnicity” (SF03-C01). Identity exploration and inclusion were also facilitated by inclusive professors. One participant connected with a historian professor specializing in blind and deaf studies, seeing their own identities reflected. Another appreciated a professor who used inclusive pronouns and holiday greetings. Another participant felt included by a professor who used hearing aids and humorously used the participant’s FM system.
Many participants had supportive faculty providing accommodations such as flexible deadlines, extended test times, and access to laptops and headphones. Tutoring support was readily available through tutors, learning centers, and library resources for one participant. One participant enjoyed the tight-knit community of notetakers, reflecting mutual support among students. 
Accessible learning modalities included online instruction, flexible schedules, engagement through social media trends, voice-to-text presentations, and small class sizes. However, issues included large classroom sizes, inaccessible teaching styles, limited information on intersectionality, and attitudes towards accommodations. English, cultural studies, and humanities courses tended to be more inclusive and intersectional in their approach than courses in the sciences. One participant noted a feminist psychology course focused heavily on first- and second-wave feminism, lacking inclusivity for transgender and non-binary identities. Another struggled with a professor adhering to the gender binary. Some professors doubted accommodations' relevance to the work world, requiring intervention from student accessibility services.
[bookmark: _Toc231370437]Recommended Resources and Services
To address questions 5 and 5a regarding what resources and supports can help promote successful postsecondary-to-work transitions, both survey and focus group data were analyzed. Fourteen follow-up survey participants (40%) had accessed government benefits during their job search period, and 10 (28.57%) had utilized some kind of community services in their job search journey. Using community resources and accessing government benefits were not significantly related to finding employment. Those who did not access community resources tended to spend a longer time looking for employment, but this correlation was not significant (ρ = -0.29, p = .20).
Supports in the School-to-Work Transition
Focus group participants shared non-school supports they utilized in the school-to-work transition. A couple had used employment services and supports such as LIME Connect. Family support was also helpful for a few participants in gaining knowledge and skills, and general feelings of support in their decisions. However, a couple participants felt their family or friends were not as supportive because they did not understand the professional relevance of their degree or role.
Desired Resources and Supports
Focus group participants made many recommendations for improving inclusion for school accessibility supports, career services, learning environments, and clubs, spaces, and activities, including:
· School accessibility supports (provide follow-up outreach, financial supports for students who need extended time to complete their studies, long-term counselling, and designated soundproof, carpeted rooms with headphones)
· Career services, including: 
· work experience (e.g., co-ops, hands-on programs, job shadowing)
· career counselling (e.g., mock interviews in workplace settings, teaching about disclosure and accommodations, skills development, marketing skills for employment, career programs for persons with disabilities)
· information and resources (e.g., trial periods to test out majors pre-enrollment, mentors with practical advice and experience to share on entering the workforce, and majors-job registries)
· Inclusive learning environments (integrate virtual tutorials, smaller group settings and breakout rooms, policies which accommodate different learning styles, extended work experience programs, and programming for people with disabilities with a focus on immigrants)
· Inclusive clubs, spaces, and activities, with smaller group settings and fewer required commitments.
In the follow-up survey, participants could provide qualitative responses about what resources would be most helpful for new graduates with disabilities looking for work. These included networking and relationship building opportunities; accessible hiring processes and employer accountability; specific, practical, field-relevant supports; financial support; and centralized job search resources.
The most prevalent theme was networking and relationship-building opportunities. Some participants shared how having professional networks was a privilege, and lacking these connections made getting a job challenging. Many participants also emphasized the need for transparency and accessibility in hiring processes. This included accessible job postings and application processes, job boards dedicated to workers with disabilities, clear communication about accommodations in postings, and efforts from employers to reach out and accommodate applicants with disabilities.
Additionally, participants wanted support that is specific, practical, and relevant to their desired industries. This included disability-focused career coaches, resume and cover letter prep, practicing for interviews, and career planning resources (e.g., help identifying different career pathways). Some expressed frustration with receiving overly generic advice or resources that were not disability informed.
Participants identified financial precarity as a major barrier to beginning and continuing the job search. Resources to help overcome economic barriers, such as grants for assistive technology or insurance coverage for medications, were mentioned. Finally, participants highlighted the fragmented, decentralized nature of the job search landscape. Resources they thought would be helpful included a central database of jobs with easy (and accessible) ways to apply, as well as clear guidance on where to look for jobs.
[bookmark: _Toc231370438]Discussion
More young adults with disabilities are obtaining postsecondary education than ever before, but still face higher rates of unemployment than their peers without disabilities. SURF found that new graduates with disabilities face numerous barriers to entering the workforce, and many feel stressed, unprepared, and discouraged about the postsecondary-to-work transition. Overall, the findings reveal a difficult and fragmented pathway into the workforce, in which new graduates with disabilities can face long job searches, limited entry-level opportunities, bias and discrimination, challenges accessing services, and inconsistent access to professional development opportunities and early work experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc231370439]Expectations and Realities of New Graduates Entering the Workforce
After graduating, young adults with disabilities found their job searches often took longer than expected, and many struggled to find permanent, full-time employment. New graduates with disabilities also reported there were few available entry-level jobs, and many had experienced discrimination from employers.
Students were somewhat accurate at predicting how they would later fair in the job market. Overall, though, new graduates’ labour market realities were more likely to fall short of their expectations than to exceed them. Outcomes did not vary drastically based on sociodemographic or disability-related factors (except for number of disabilities); however, the small sample size of the follow-up survey makes it difficult to draw firm conclusions on this point. Data from the 2023 National Graduates Survey (NGS) suggest that employment outcomes do differ along intersectional lines, including gender and racialized group membership. Approximately 3 years post-graduation, 81.6% of graduates with disabilities who were members of a visible minority group were employed, compared to 85.3% of White graduates with disabilities; and 85.7% of women graduates with disabilities were employed, compared to 80.9% of men.3 Nationally representative data from the NGS could further elucidate these patterns in future research.
One noteworthy finding from this study is that students with mental health disabilities expected significantly longer job searches than their peers without mental health disabilities, but this difference did not manifest in actual outcomes. However, new graduates with multiple co-occurring disabilities expected significantly longer job searches and did take significantly longer to obtain employment than those with fewer co-occurring disabilities
While this finding also did not reach statistical significance, the data suggested that taking longer to find a job may correlate with lower job satisfaction – perhaps because those who have been searching for a long time are more willing to accept lower-quality employment. However, further research is needed with a larger sample size to investigate this.
[bookmark: _Toc231370440]The Biggest Gaps in the Postsecondary-to-Work Transition (and Strategies for Change)
Early Work Experiences and Networking
[bookmark: _Ref227339349][bookmark: _Ref227339362]Early work experiences contribute to later employment success, but as the findings suggest, these opportunities are not always inclusive for students with disabilities. Additionally, the findings around the importance of professional networks echo other research finding that people with disabilities have smaller networks on average.[endnoteRef:15],[endnoteRef:16] Networking and relationship-building resources could include career fairs, mentorship programs, and peer networks, and early work experiences could include opportunities like co-op placements, internships, or work-learn placements. [15:  Paul, T., Di Rezze, B., Rosenbaum, P., Cahill, P., Jiang, A., Kim, E., & Campbell, W. (2022). Perspectives of children and youth with disabilities and special needs regarding their experiences in inclusive education: A meta-aggregative review. Frontiers in Education, 7. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.864752]  [16:  Lindsay, S. (2016). A scoping review of the experiences, benefits, and challenges involved in volunteer work among youth and young adults with a disability. Disability and Rehabilitation, 38(16), 1533–1546. https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2015.1107634] 

Career mentorship initiatives, in particular, have shown promise for helping jobseekers build confidence, grow their networks, and make effective career planning decisions.[endnoteRef:17] Access to career mentors with lived experience of disability may be especially beneficial, as it allows young adults with disabilities to see role models with shared experiences, and mentors can share advice around the ‘hidden curriculum’ of the workplace – the unspoken norms, assumptions, and social rules that are not formally taught. [17:  Sally, L., Hartman, L. R., & Fellin, M. (2016). A systematic review of mentorship programs to facilitate transition to post-secondary education and employment for youth and young adults with disabilities. Disability and Rehabilitation, 38(14), 1329-1349. https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2015.1092174] 

Employer Stigma and Discrimination
As one participant explicitly pointed out, creating work-learn opportunities will require employment service providers and community organizations to develop and strengthen partnerships with inclusive employers. However, participants’ emphasis on accessibility in transparency in recruitment and hiring indicate that employers do not always realize how barriers in the recruitment, application, and hiring process can exclude many jobseekers with disabilities, leaving employers unaware how many qualified, educated applicants with disabilities could be in their talent pipelines. Other research supports the idea that employers hold misconceptions about people with disabilities, and underestimate how many workers with disabilities are applying or already working for them.[endnoteRef:18] [18:  Bonaccio, S., Connelly, C. E., Gellatly, I. R., Jetha, A., & Martin Ginis, K. A. (2020). The participation of people with disabilities in the workplace across the employment cycle: Employer concerns and research evidence. Journal of Business and Psychology, 35(2), 135-158. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-018-9602-5] 

Additionally, nearly one in four participants reported experiencing employer discrimination during their job search. Employers’ disability-related biases may be a particularly significant challenge for young adults, as misconceptions about youth and health can lead to undermining or dismissing the needs of young people with disabilities. In order to successfully foster partnerships between employers and postsecondary institutions – which are necessary in order to create work-learn opportunities – there is a need for employer education and training on disability inclusion and accessibility across the employment life cycle, emphasizing how to address bias and discrimination.
Career Services – Accessibility and Coordination
The study findings suggest that, in their current form, career services in postsecondary institutions are insufficient to meet the needs of students with disabilities. Students had mixed, but primarily negative, perceptions of the quality, accessibility, and usefulness of career services. Some had never heard of them, or did not know what resources were available. However, at the same time, participants’ insights suggested these services have potential to be highly effective for students with disabilities – helping to address gaps in early-career experiences and skills development opportunities, provide pathways to community resources, and offer centralized job search resources – if more focus is given to the accessibility of these services as well as enhanced coordination between institutions, employers, and community organizations. This should take the form of expanded opportunities for accessible work-integrated learning and professional development; increased coordination and transition pathways between institutions and community service providers; and greater attention to the accessibility, quality, and promotion and outreach of career services in postsecondary institutions.
Proactive career planning sets the stage for future career development, and early career planning should be promoted and incentivized to all postsecondary students, including those with disabilities. Students with disabilities are often skeptical or the usefulness of their institution’s career services, or reluctant to engage them for other reasons. To help address this, training, education, and capacity-building should be a priority for career services offices, especially training staff on disability inclusion and disability-informed service delivery. Additionally, the time and bureaucratic burden on students could be reduced through measures such as the implementation of shared referral systems between accessibility offices, career services, and community service providers on an opt-in, consent-based basis; or dedicated transition coordination roles to support the smooth transition of students with disabilities between services and from school into employment.
[bookmark: _Toc231370441]Limitations and Future Directions
Our goals at the project outset were to recruit approximately 1000 participants for the baseline survey, with a subset of approximately 10% invited to participate in the midpoint focus groups, and an expected 20-30% response rate to the follow-up survey. Recruitment challenges including suspicious, fraudulent, and/or repeat responses, as well as unexpectedly slow recruitment through partner channels, created challenges. It is likely that these recruitment challenges were in large part due to the challenges inherent to recruiting a niche study population, which in this case included only students with disabilities at a specific stage in their postsecondary careers.
The small sample size of the follow-up survey, specifically, made it challenging to draw firm conclusions in several cases, particularly around the possible effect of sociodemographic and disability-related factors on employment outcomes. For example, while the findings suggested women and white graduates with disabilities may be somewhat more likely to find work, these findings were inconclusive. Additionally, having a mental health disability was moderately and negatively correlated with salary, but this correlation did not reach significance. It is plausible that with a larger sample, a significant relationship between mental health disability and salary would manifest. Ideally, these findings should be replicated with a larger sample (e.g., to determine whether gender and racialized group membership are linked with employment outcomes among graduates with disabilities, or whether new graduates with mental health disabilities obtain lower salaries than their peers without mental health disabilities).
[bookmark: _Ref227339240]There are currently no recent published national data on the average timeline until first employment for postsecondary graduates with versus without disabilities. However, the National Graduates Survey (NGS) collects detailed information on labour market participation and sociodemographic factors, including disability status.[endnoteRef:19] As of the 2023 cycle of the NGS – which collected data from 2020 postsecondary graduates – a roughly four percentage employment gap persist between graduates with and without disabilities (84.1% versus 88.3%, respectively). A next step for future research could be to analyze data from the NGS to examine other important employment outcomes, such as the length of time to first employment post-graduation, in a large, nationally representative sample. This would facilitate a greater understanding of some of the phenomena identified in this study, as well as enable a more rigorous examination of statistical patterns that were not statistically significant in this research, but which may nonetheless manifest in the broader population of postsecondary graduates with disabilities. [19:  Statistics Canada (2024, March 22). National Graduates Survey (NGS). https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=5012] 

In addition to addressing these gaps and investigating intersectional barriers to employment equity among new graduates with disabilities, future research is needed to understand the mechanisms driving some of the persistent barriers faced by graduates during this transition. For example, it is not clear why having multiple disabilities is linked to a longer job search. It is possible that this is driven by experiencing a greater number of disability-related barriers generally, or it may be that employers hold greater stigma against those who are perceived as having ‘more severe’ disabilities (although it is not clear from this research that multiple disabilities necessarily equated to more severe disability).
Applied research on the impact of accessible work-integrated learning models is needed to explore what kinds of service models and strategies are most effective, and what barriers prevent participation. Pilot initiatives could be conducted to investigate new solutions, with the goal to test and scale these models for wider adoption among postsecondary institutions. Additionally, while mentorship initiatives appear promising, further research is needed to understand what barriers young people face in building professional networks, and what interventions can effectively close these gaps.
There is a substantive body of research related to employers’ attitudes towards workers with disabilities.[endnoteRef:20] However, there is less research specifically on how employers perceive students and/or young adults with disabilities. This is an important gap to address in future research, as ageist misconceptions about young people’s health and productivity may make employers particularly hesitant to hire and accommodate new graduates with disabilities. [20:  Nagtegaal, R., de Boer, N., van Berkel, R., Derks, B., & Tummers, L. (2023). Why do employers (fail to) hire people with disabilities? A systematic review of capabilities, opportunities and motivations. Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 33, 329-340. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-022-10076-1] 

Finally, emerging barriers related to disruptive technologies – mentioned by participants in both the surveys and focus groups – are important areas for study. For example, to what extent to AI-driven application processes – such as algorithmic screening mechanisms – disadvantage jobseekers with disabilities? Ideally, future research could also explore how AI technologies can be leveraged to support and assist jobseekers and workers with disabilities in the transition from school to work.
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Executive Summary 
More young adults with disabilities are obtaining postsecondary education than ever before, but still face higher rates of unemployment than their peers without disabilities. Research conducted by the Canadian Council on Rehabilitation and Work (CCRW) found that postsecondary students with disabilities frequently felt unprepared to enter the workforce. After graduating, their job searches often took longer than expected, and many struggled to find permanent, full-time employment. New graduates with disabilities reported there were few available entry-level jobs, and many experienced discrimination from employers.
This is a significant issue for Canada’s labour market and jobseekers. The rate of disability among young adults aged 15-24 rose seven percentage points between 2017 and 2022. It is vital to the long-term health of the Canadian economy to ensure that young jobseekers have equitable access to early work experiences. Policymakers at postsecondary institutions as well as various levels of government can address this issue through expanding access to disability-inclusive work-learn opportunities; improving school-to-work transition pathways through improved coordination of employers, schools, and community organizations; and bolstering career supports available to current students with disabilities.
Background
A higher number of people with disabilities are attaining postsecondary education than ever before.2 Despite this, significant employment gaps persist; graduates with disabilities are less likely to be employed or to find work that fully utilizes their skills.2 Within colleges and universities, the accessibility of career development and work-integrated learning resources often lags behind classrooms, and transition-out supports for graduates with disabilities can be inadequate or nonexistent.7 With disability rates among young adults on the rise,5 remedying this employment gap is a priority for Canada.
Recent research conducted by the Canadian Council on Rehabilitation and Work (CCRW) via the Accessibility Standards Canada-funded project SURF investigated challenges and facilitators in this transition and identified ways to improve transition pathways. SURF was a three-year (April 2023-March 2026) study examining the experiences of students with disabilities as they moved from postsecondary education into the workforce. Nearly 300 students with disabilities nearing graduation at various Canadian postsecondary institutions were surveyed about their education and their expectations for their transition into the workforce. One year later, nearly 40 respondents completed a follow-up survey and shared their experiences post-graduation and searching for work. Ten participated in a focus group and shared rich insights into their outlook on the school-to-work transition, what experiences and resources helped prepare them, and what career development supports were available for students with disabilities at their institutions.
Challenges in the Postsecondary-to-Work Transition
Postsecondary graduates, especially university graduates, face an increasingly challenging labour market: between 2024 and 2025, the number of entry-level jobs requiring a bachelor’s degree shrank by more than half.1 For the first time in decades, university graduates now have lower employment rates than those with college diplomas or trades education.1 The challenges faced by all young adults entering the workforce are compounded for those with disabilities.
Students with disabilities in the SURF project had divided expectations about the job search. One in six expected to find a job within one month after graduating, one in five expected it would take longer than 6 months to find work, and similar numbers of students thought it would take between 1-2, 2-3, or 3-6 months. Students with disabilities shared feelings of unpreparedness and anxiety about entering the workforce. Not all students were aware of what career services were available at their postsecondary institutions, and those who were had mixed perceptions of their quality, especially regarding accessibility and coordination with employers. These findings corroborate other research on the disconnect between postsecondary institutions, employers, and community employment services,7 which leads to a disjointed resource landscape for new graduates with disabilities.
For many graduates in SURF, the transition to the workforce fell short of their expectations. Over half found the job search took longer than they expected when first surveyed. For those who were still looking for work, the average length of their job search since graduating was about 1.2 years. There are currently no published national data on the average timeline until first employment for postsecondary graduates with or without disabilities to compare this to; however, the National Graduates Survey collects detailed information on labour market participation and sociodemographic factors, including disability status.18 Graduates in SURF with more than one disability took substantially longer to find work. Only a third of those who found work were employed in a permanent full-time role.
Over a third of SURF participants said that available job opportunities required more experience than they had. This was the most common barrier to employment respondents experienced. Additionally, one-quarter said a lack of available jobs was a challenge, and nearly a quarter (23%) said they felt they lacked necessary job skills. Stigma was also a barrier for many graduates, with 23% saying they’d experienced discrimination from employers. Employers’ disability-related biases may be a particularly significant challenge for young adults, as misconceptions about youth and health can lead to undermining or dismissing the needs of young people with disabilities.[endnoteRef:21],[endnoteRef:22] [21:  Wayland, S., Newland, J., Gill-Atkinson, L., Vaughan, C., Emerson, E., & Llewellyn, G. (2022). I had every right to be there: Discriminatory acts towards young people with disabilities on public transport. Disability & Society, 37(2), 296-319. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2020.1822784]  [22:  WHO. (2021). Global report on ageism. World Health Organization (WHO).] 

Many graduates felt networking and relationship-building opportunities would be the most helpful resource for those entering the workforce. These opportunities could include career fairs, mentorship programs, and peer networks, as well as early work experiences like co-ops, internships, or other work-integrated learning. This corroborates other research suggesting young adults with disabilities may have smaller peer and professional networks,14 making it harder for them to find and access career opportunities.15
Recommended Actions
Findings from SURF and other research on the postsecondary-to-work transition reveal a difficult pathway into the workforce, in which new graduates with disabilities can face long job searches, limited entry-level opportunities, bias and discrimination, fragmented access to services, and inconsistent access to professional development opportunities and early work experiences. The section below translates these findings into recommended actions for policymakers that could improve labour market integration for young adults with disabilities and ensure postsecondary education produces equitable outcomes.
Expand accessible work-integrated learning opportunities
Early work experiences contribute to later employment success, but these opportunities are not always inclusive for students with disabilities. To rectify this barrier and support the early career development of young adults with disabilities, work-integrated learning opportunities must be made available and accessible. To expand access to work-integrated learning opportunities in postsecondary schools:
· Establish dedicated funding streams for disability-inclusive internships, co-ops, practicums, paid placements, or other work-learn opportunities for postsecondary students with disabilities, including support for accommodations
· Foster employer-school-community partnerships to facilitate matching of students to work-learn placements, support employers in implementing accommodations and creating inclusive workplaces, and reduce the burden on postsecondary schools
· Increase investment in employer education and training on disability inclusion and accessibility across the employment life cycle, emphasizing bias and stigma reduction
· Fund structured career mentorship initiatives for students and new graduates with disabilities that connect them to mentors in their fields, including mentors with lived experience of disability, or integrate career mentorship into youth employment programs
Improve transition pathways through enhanced coordination of service providers
Lack of integration between schools and community service providers make it challenging for graduates with disabilities to find and access employment services. To improve coordination between postsecondary and community providers:
· Create centralized, accessible directories that map the supports available to students and graduates with disabilities, including postsecondary career services, community employment service providers, and relevant government funds and benefits
· Establish shared referral systems between postsecondary accessibility offices and community employment service providers on an opt-in basis to reduce bureaucratic burden on new graduates with disabilities and improve continuity of support
· Fund transition coordinator roles in institutional accessibility offices to support the smooth transition of students with disabilities from school into employment and community settings
Bolster career supports for current postsecondary students with disabilities
Career supports for postsecondary students with disabilities can be lacking in quality and availability, and may be poorly advertised. To bolster disability-inclusive career supports for current students:
· Promote and incentivize early, proactive career planning by better integrating career development across postsecondary programming and ensuring students are aware of available resources
· Invest in training, education, and capacity-building for postsecondary career services staff on disability inclusion and accessibility
· Support the development of peer networks for disability communities in schools, including disability-led student groups
· Integrate inclusive design principles into career development programs, skills training programs, and other career resources to proactively support accessibility and inclusion
Policymakers at all levels should prioritize engagement of people with disabilities and disability-led organizations, as well as utilize an intersectional framework in the implementation of all these recommendations to support those facing complex and compounding barriers.



[bookmark: _Toc231370444]References
Expected Job Search Duration


Less than 1 month	1 to less than 2 months	2 to less than 3 months	3 to less than 6 months	6 months or more	30	74	91	52	39	


Expected Salary


$30,000 or less	$30,000-$39,999	$40,000-$49,999	$50,000-$59,999	$60,000-$69,999	$70,000-$79,999	$80,000-$89,999	$90,000-$99,999	$100,000 or more	15	27	40	53	62	44	21	14	8	


Actual Job Search Duration


Less than 1 month	1 to less than 2 months	2 to less than 3 months	3 to less than 6 months	6 months or more	11	1	2	4	3	



Job availability	Lack of experience	Lack required skills	Low-quality jobs available	Lack of networks	Inaccessible application/hiring processes	Employer discrimination	9	12	8	4	5	4	5	
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