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The objectives of the dissertation, the definition of the 

topic 

During our research, we examined the target group of 

students with special educational needs from an 

educational sociology perspective. The relevance and 

importance of this approach is verified by the rise of the 

inclusive approach that spread to Hungary at the turn of 

the millennium (Attewell et al. 2007, Harper és Quaye 

2009, Pusztai 2011, Fenyves et al. 2017), and the 

educational and labor market situation of people with 

special educational needs and disabilities (Laki 2015). 

Previous Hungarian and international research has 

extensively examined the accessibility of higher education 

institutions and attitudes towards students with special 

educational needs (Holloway 2001, Fuller et al. 2004, 

Pusztai és Szabó 2014, Moriña et al. 2015), however, we 

have not yet had comprehensive knowledge about the 

recruitment characteristics and social capital of students 

with special educational needs, and how these factors 

support their graduation. 

The aim of the dissertation is to explore, in addition to the 

above, the perceptions of students with special educational 



needs about inclusive practices in higher education, their 

social capital, and the relationships between these factors 

and academic progress. Examining all of these factors can 

help to broaden the picture of the effectiveness of their 

support, and may be helpful in creating a more inclusive 

institutional environment and ensuring that its effects can 

be felt throughout the life of individuals, even after higher 

education. 

Although we have numerous research results related to the 

inclusive practices of higher education institutions, 

research mostly treat the diverse group of students with 

special educational needs as a homogeneous group, as a 

result of which we have little data regarding the 

effectiveness of this practice in the case of individual 

special educational needs. (Chamberlain et al. 2006, 

Wainscot et al. 2008, Rotheram-Fuller et al. 2010, 

Humphrey és Symes 2011, Madaus 2011, Arató és Varga 

2015). In light of this, during our research, we divided 

students with special educational needs into two groups. 

We use a relevant but novel categorization to name the 

groups related to the institutional environment. During the 

analysis, we compare students with signs visible to the 



layperson (V-SEN), i.e. students with sensory and 

mobility impairments, and students with no signs visible 

to the outside observer (NV-SEN), i.e. students with other 

psychological developmental disorders or autism 

spectrum disorders. This categorization highlights the 

significant differences between students' experiences and 

their access to resources. 

 

Outline of the methods used 

Based on the literature, we formulated our hypotheses 

along four main areas, which are as follows: 

1. Regarding the recruitment characteristics of students 

with special educational needs, based on the assumption 

of preliminary selection (following the male disadvantage 

hypothesis of Fényes (2009)), we assumed that students 

with special educational needs who show visible signs 

have a better social background, larger family size has a 

more positive effect on their entry into higher education, 

and after taking into account several factors, they make a 

more well-founded career choice, compared to their fellow 

students with special educational needs who do not show 

visible signs (Bass 2004, Degovics 2004, Rozsos és 



Krémer 2009, Radványi 2013, Garai és Kovács 2014, Kiss 

2016). 

2. In relation to the network and social capital of students 

with special educational needs, based on the results on the 

integration of students with special educational needs and 

attitudes towards them (Pusztai 2011, Pusztai and Szabó 

2014, Séllei 2018, Hrabéczy 2019), we assumed that 

students with special educational needs who show visible 

signs have stronger intergenerational networks, while 

students with special educational needs who do not show 

visible signs have stronger intragenerational networks. We 

also assumed that the family network will be decisive in 

the case of higher education institutional embedding, and 

this effect will be more strongly visible in the case of 

students with special educational needs who show visible 

signs (Hrabéczy 2019). 

3. We assumed that students with special educational 

needs who show visible signs demand the opportunities 

provided by institutions to a greater extent, and that in this 

context this group of students turns to the institution and 

its actors with a greater degree of trust than students with 

special educational needs who do not show visible signs. 



We also assumed that the benefits requested during the 

years spent in public education will be decisive in the 

willingness and need to request these benefits during the 

years spent in higher education (Hrabéczy 2019). 

4. We assumed that students with special educational 

needs who show visible signs will be characterized by a 

higher degree of persistence, resilience and effectiveness, 

and will be characterized by a lower risk of dropout than 

students with special educational needs who do not show 

visible signs. 

 

In order to test our hypotheses, we analyzed the data from 

the IncludED2020 (N=331) databases based on our own 

data collection, and the PERSIST2019 (N=1034) 

databases provided by the CHERD-Hungary research 

center for secondary analysis. The two statistical databases 

contain respondents with an active full-time student status 

at the time of data collection, but while the PERSIST2019 

database is representative in terms of faculty, field of study 

and form of financing, the data collection for the 

IncludED2020 database was carried out using the 

snowball method. During the data collection, we used peer 



interviewers, relying on the fact that young interviewers 

can use their acquaintances to reach students who do not 

talk to their instructors about their specific needs, and on 

the fact that the willingness to respond may be higher in 

an atmosphere of trust provided by peers. We aimed for 

diversity in the involvement of interviewers. Interviewers 

were recruited from several faculties of the University of 

Debrecen, from seven different fields of study. We asked 

them to search for students with special educational needs 

among their peers, about the presence and proportions of 

whom the academic departments often do not have real 

information. We created a data set from the two databases 

using the merge procedure. Due to the limitations of using 

the merged database, it is not suitable for answering 

hypotheses, but it allowed us to interpret our results on 

students with special educational needs in a broader 

context, in addition to the characteristics of students with 

typical development.  

 

 

 



The listing of the results 

The results of our research were presented through four 

main empirical chapters, during which the recruitment 

characteristics of the target group, their network, their 

perception of equal opportunities and their academic 

progress were analyzed. 

1. Recrutation 

a) We assumed a pre-selection, according to which 

students with special educational needs come to higher 

education from better family circumstances. However, we 

assume that V-SEN students have a better background 

than NV-SEN students. (Bass 2004, Degovics 2004, 

Rozsos és Krémer 2009, Radványi 2013, Garai és Kovács 

2014, Kiss 2016, Séllei 2018, Hrabéczy 2019). This 

hypothesis was not confirmed. Based on our results, we 

did not experience any significant differences between the 

two target groups examined. However, an important 

difference was the differences that family background, in 

conjunction with other factors, resulted in, as well as 

whether the respondents claimed the additional points 

available on the grounds of disability during the admission 

process or not. 



b) If the dilution hypothesis is valid in the target group 

under study, we assume that the number of siblings among 

V-SEN students will be lower than in the case of NV-SEN 

students. However, if the closure hypothesis is valid, then 

V-SEN students will still be in a more disadvantaged 

position compared to their peers in the NV-SEN category, 

but the increase in family size will be present as a 

compensatory force. (Bass 2004, Degovics 2004, Rozsos 

és Krémer 2009, Radványi 2013, Garai és Kovács 2014, 

Kiss 2016). Our results clearly show that the closure 

hypothesis is valid for both SEN respondents with visible 

signs and SEN respondents without visible signs. 

Contrary to our assumption, however, the positive effect 

of larger family size was stronger not among SEN 

respondents with visible signs, but among SEN 

respondents without visible signs. This is also supported 

by the result that, although students belonging to the only 

child V-SEN category had a higher average total 

admission score, their aspirations for further education 

proved to be lower, and they were admitted to a higher 

proportion of courses deemed easier by education policy. 



c) We assumed that accessibility would be a more 

important factor in career choice for V-SEN students than 

for NV-SEN students. As a result, V-SEN students would 

make more informed career choices than NV-SEN students 

(Kovács és mtsai 2019, MPME 2016). This hypothesis 

was confirmed. In the case of SEN students showing 

visible signs, the geographical proximity of the higher 

education institution played a stronger role than in the case 

of SEN students not showing visible signs, but these 

factors cannot be considered the main driving force of 

career choice. This group of students is characterized by a 

knowledge-oriented career choice to a greater extent than 

SEN respondents not showing visible signs. Based on the 

results, we can conclude that in addition to a knowledge-

oriented approach, SEN students showing visible signs 

have a more stable image of their abilities and interests, 

which helps them in a more well-founded career choice. 

2. Social context 

a) We assumed that V-SEN students have stronger 

intergenerational relationships, while NV-SEN students 

have stronger intragenerational relationships. (Pusztai 

2011, Pusztai és Szabó 2014, Séllei 2018, Hrabéczy 2019). 



This assumption was partially confirmed, as our results 

support that students with specific educational needs 

showing visible signs have a stable institutional 

intergenerational relationship system, who are less likely 

to experience negative teacher behavior towards them 

when recalling their high school studies, and it is more 

typical for them that their interactions with instructors are 

positive and more frequent. Also, students with specific 

educational needs showing visible signs are characterized 

by the least lack of capital. In contrast, we did not clearly 

prove a higher degree of intragenerational embeddedness 

in the case of students with specific educational needs not 

showing visible signs. Although the degree of 

intergenerational embeddedness will be higher in their 

circles, those struggling with a lack of capital are 

nevertheless overrepresented among them, and in contrast 

to them, students with specific educational needs showing 

visible signs have more extensive online peer 

relationships, which is also a component of 

intragenerational embeddedness. 

b) We assumed that in the case of students with special 

educational needs, the network capital within the family 



will be decisive in terms of higher education 

embeddedness and entry into higher education. However, 

we assumed that in the case of V-SEN students, there is a 

greater need for the existence of a network of contacts 

within the family than in the case of NV-SEN students 

(Hrabéczy 2019). In the case of the effect on higher 

education embeddedness, however, it became apparent 

that family relationships alone result in little difference 

between the two groups examined, and we did not 

experience a supportive effect on embeddedness in the 

entire sample. In the case of socioeconomic background 

factors, however, an effect on higher education 

embeddedness emerged. However, the quality and 

quantity of institutional relationships established before 

higher education among the examined students proved to 

be more important, i.e. the connection with secondary 

school teachers and secondary school classmates. 

However, it was confirmed that in the case of students 

with specific educational needs who show visible signs, 

parental involvement has a stronger effect on entry into 

higher education than in the case of students with specific 

educational needs who do not show visible signs. 



3. Equal opportunities 

a) We assumed that V-SEN students require various equal 

opportunity services at a higher rate than NV-SEN 

students (Hrabéczy 2019). This assumption was 

confirmed, based on our results, this group appears 

overrepresented among those who require and are 

provided with these services. Based on our results, this is 

presumably due to the greater visibility of disability as a 

condition, on the one hand, and the experiences they 

gained earlier, during their years of public education, on 

the other. We conclude that receiving earlier development 

and benefits (coupled with strong family relationships and 

cultural capital) encourages students with special 

educational needs to act consciously and in their interests 

during their higher education years in relation to the use of 

opportunities they consider necessary. 

b) We assumed that trust in higher education institutions 

is positively correlated with the request for benefits that 

promote equal opportunities for students with special 

educational needs. We assumed that this correlation 

would be stronger in the case of V-SEN students, while 

NV-SEN students would have lower trust in institutions. 



(Hrabéczy 2019). We could not directly confirm this 

correlation based on our results. However, our results 

show that if a student with special educational needs is 

characterized by a high degree of intergenerational 

institutional embeddedness and has experience related to 

equal opportunities prior to higher education, they are 

more likely to claim the benefits available to them in 

higher education. 

4. Academic success 

a) We assumed that the level of resilience would be higher 

in the V-SEN student group than in the NV-SEN students. 

(Ceglédi 2018). This assumption was confirmed, and 

there was a significant difference between the two student 

groups in this regard. We also found a difference in the 

factors that help a student with a specific educational need 

to have above-average resilience. While the most 

supportive factor for students with specific educational 

needs who show visible signs is strong integration among 

fellow students, in the case of students with specific 

educational needs who do not show visible signs, the 

knowledge and provision of benefits also appears. 



b) Based on the preliminary selection, we assumed that 

students with special educational needs entering higher 

education will be less successful than would be expected 

based on input success due to the increased burdens and 

accumulation of disadvantages compared to general 

education. In this regard, we assumed that resilient V-SEN 

students have a higher level of success than NV-SEN 

students (Gorman 1999, Cole és Cawthon 2015, Couzens 

et al. 2015). Our results show that our assumption is true 

for students with special educational needs. However, this 

is mostly true for students with special educational needs 

who show visible signs, who arrived at higher education 

with higher entry success rates, but there was no difference 

in additional performance during higher education 

between students with special educational needs who 

show visible signs and those without. Thus, our 

assumption based on this, according to which students 

with special educational needs who show visible signs are 

more successful, was not confirmed. 

c) We hypothesized that NV-SEN students are more at risk 

of dropping out than V-SEN students, because in their 

case, specific needs, closely related to learning abilities, 



may pose more significant academic obstacles (Hrabéczy 

2019). However, this assumption was not confirmed. 

Based on our results, although different risk factors appear 

during their studies, we do not experience a significant 

difference between the two groups in terms of the degree 

of threat. 

d) We hypothesized that NV-SEN students would be less 

persistent than V-SEN students due to academic problems 

and lower levels of resilience (Ceglédi 2018). Our 

assumption was partially confirmed, because there is 

indeed a difference between the two groups in terms of 

persistence, however, this is not related to the degree of 

resilience, as this factor did not prove to be an influential 

factor in terms of persistence. 

 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, it can be said that the aim of our research 

has been achieved. Based on our results, the qualitative 

and quantitative indicators of the network of contacts, the 

demand for additional services, and the presence of the 

added value of higher education support the validity of the 

concept of specific training needs. Based on our results, 



our suggestion that it is justified to use a term that also 

includes pedagogical aspects instead of disability in the 

system and legal environment of higher education has 

been confirmed. In this context, one of the important 

findings of our research is that, in line with previous 

results, there is a significant need to shape the attitudes of 

other higher education staff and lecturers, and for higher 

education lecturers to have basic knowledge about 

different specific training needs and differentiated 

educational opportunities (Holloway 2001, Fuller et al. 

2004, Pusztai and Szabó 2014, Moriña et al. 2015), and the 

pedagogical utility of this knowledge in higher education. 

In addition, there is a clear need to support the career 

choices of students with specific training needs (OECD 

2011, Ndlovu 2019, Hrabéczy 2019), and for these 

students to become able to accurately assess their own 

needs and represent their interests. It can also be 

considered a significant result that we have highlighted 

that within the group of students with special educational 

needs, each type faces different difficulties during their 

studies, to which higher education practice needs to 

respond in different ways. And students with SKI who do 



not show visible signs are particularly affected in terms of 

the above, whose problems are often not taken seriously 

enough not only by teachers, but also by those concerned 

themselves. However, based on the results, a picture of a 

highly vulnerable group of students emerged, in whose 

case inclusive options may need to be considered more 

closely. 
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