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The number of students with disabilities (SWDs) in Malaysian higher
education is increasing, yet inclusive career counseling remains
underexplored. This study investigates the challenges faced by counselors in
supporting SWDs’ career development and highlights practical strategies for
improvement. Guided by the planned happenstance theory (PHT), qualitative

data were collected through semi-structured interviews with five counselors

across different institutions in Sarawak. Thematic analysis revealed four key
Keywords: challenges: communication barriers, limited resources, lack of specialized
training, and client dependency. Counselors recommended targeted training,
stronger industry collaborations, and improved supervision practices.
The study contributes to inclusive education discourse by providing
context-specific insights and aligning with sustainable development goal 8
(SDGS8), emphasizing the importance of equitable access to career support
services for SWDs in higher education.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The sustainable development goals (SDGs), introduced by the United Nations in 2015, serve as
a global blueprint for promoting sustainable and inclusive development. Among these, goal 8 emphasizes
equal employment opportunities, the elimination of discrimination, and the protection of workers’ rights to
ensure that people with disabilities (PWDs) have equal access to productive employment [1]. This growing
international focus on inclusion is particularly relevant for students with disabilities (SWDs), a subgroup
within the broader PWDs community. However, according to the European Disability Forum, only 51.3% of
working-age SWDs in the European Union (EU) are employed [2]. While this percentage may seem high, the
report highlights that structural discrimination and biases are significant barriers faced by PWDs, alongside
limited access to inclusive and quality education. This issue extends beyond developed countries to
developing nations. In Malaysia, over 600,000 PWDs were registered with the Social Welfare Department in
2023, including almost 50,000 in Sarawak [3], with half of them being of working age (19 to 60 years old)
overall in Malaysia [4]. Yet, less than 10% of these working-age PWDs are employed, a concerning statistic
despite efforts by government agencies and non-governmental organizations to address the issue [5].
In higher education, counseling plays a vital role in supporting students’ social development [6]. Effective
counseling services in higher education support students’ growth and positively impact their development.
The counselor also serves as a teacher, playing a key role in guiding and supporting students’ academic and
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personal development. However, there is a significant need to emphasize the direct role counselors play in
facilitating career development for SWDs, especially given the unique challenges faced by this group.

Career counseling guides job planning addresses emotional and psychological barriers and supports
workplace adaptation in higher education [7]. Given that PWD students are a minority group in counseling
settings [8], it is concerning that there are very few registered counselors specializing in vocational
rehabilitation, despite over 12,000 registered counselors in Malaysia as of December 2024 [9]. Furthermore,
there is limited research on career counseling for PWDs, especially regarding the role of counselors among
PWD students in higher education [10]. The experiences of counselors providing services to PWD students in
higher education remain underexplored, which is concerning as we aim for a more inclusive community by
2030 through education. Research indicates that PWD students are often unaware of the availability of career
counseling services in their institution, which limits their access to career support [5]. There is still a lack of
awareness about career counseling services in higher education [10]. Therefore, this study examines the
operational challenges faced by counselors in providing carecer counseling to SWDs and their
recommendations to overcome these challenges.

This study contributes to the limited body of research on inclusive career counseling for students
with diverse abilities by adopting a design and development approach. The main goal of this approach is to
explore and highlight the role of counselors as key facilitators of career development in tertiary education.
While this study does not create a full model, it focuses on counselors’ perspectives to inform future research
and the development of a comprehensive career counseling framework for them. By identifying challenges
and offering practical solutions, this research provides valuable insights that align with global inclusive goals
and aim to improve the effectiveness of career counseling, ultimately supporting the integration of PWDs
into the workforce through educational institutions.

This study is grounded in the planned happenstance theory (PHT), which emphasizes the role of
unplanned events in shaping career development. For PWD students, unexpected barriers and limited
opportunities often shape their career pathways. PHT provides a useful framework for encouraging counselors
to guide students in developing adaptability, curiosity, and resilience when navigating uncertainties in career
planning. This theoretical lens is particularly relevant in understanding how counselors support them in
identifying opportunities and finding meaningful career directions. Inclusive career counseling in this study
refers to counseling practices that consider the individual needs, challenges, and potential of SWDs to ensure
equitable access to career development services. Meanwhile, client dependency describes situations where
students rely heavily on counselors for decision-making and emotional reassurance due to experiences of
exclusion. Thus, the research questions of the study are:

i) What are the challenges faced by counselors in providing career counseling services to SWDs in higher
education institutions in Sarawak, Malaysia?

i) What recommendations do counsellors propose to enhance the effectiveness of inclusive career
counseling for SWDs?

2. METHOD

This section discusses the data collection process and analysis. Data was collected through semi-
structured interviews with selected participants. The study employed thematic analysis to identify key
patterns and themes.

2.1. Data collection
2.1.1. Research design

This study adopts a constructivist philosophical paradigm, which focuses on understanding the
experiences and perspectives of individuals [11]. It explores the experiences of counselors providing career
counseling services to SWDs in tertiary education in Sarawak, Malaysia. The study employs a qualitative
research approach and uses semi-structured interview questions to gather data.

2.1.2. Participants

A purposive sampling technique was used to select participants based on specific criteria relevant to
their experiences in career counseling for students requiring adaptive support. The inclusion criteria for
participants were: i) they must be registered counselors with the Malaysian Board of Counselors, ii) they
must have experience in providing career counseling services to SWDs, and iii) they must have at least
3 years of experience in the education counseling field. To ensure diverse perspectives, exclusion criteria
require a balanced representation of race and education sectors. These criteria were crucial for maintaining
the focus of the study and minimizing any risk of bias or unfavorable outcomes [12]. One of the challenges in
this study was finding counselors with direct experience in career counseling for SWDs in higher education.
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This limited our participant selection to those with relevant experience. However, this study reached data
saturation, as the participants provided enough insights to address the research questions thoroughly.

2.1.3. Research procedure

To recruit participants, the researcher directly contacted them via email and arranged appointments
for the interviews. The interviews were conducted one-on-one online, providing flexibility for both the
researcher and the participants. Standardized open-ended interview questions were used to ensure
consistency across all interviews. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, who were required to
complete the necessary forms, including documentation of their professional qualifications, such as their
practice certificate and licensed counseling credentials. This process ensured that ethical standards were
maintained throughout the study. Additionally, the researcher applied trustworthiness strategies [13]. One of
the key strategies used was triangulation, which involved collecting evidence from multiple data sources.
Specifically, the study also relied on interviews with SWDs to explore their experiences in counseling
sessions. These were used to support and cross-check the themes derived from counselors’ narratives. SWDs’
insights were not part of the core data but were instrumental in confirming the relevance and accuracy of the
emerging themes. To further enhance the validity of the findings, triangulation was achieved by comparing
interview data with documents like field notes, participants’ certificates, and other relevant documents to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the participants’ perspectives.

2.1.4. Research limitation

The study recognized the potential influence of the researcher’s personal biases or preconceived
notions on the data collection and analysis process. To address this, the researcher openly acknowledged
these biases and engaged in regular reflection throughout the study. In addition to this self-reflection, steps
were taken to minimize bias through methods such as member checking, where participants reviewed and
verified their interview transcripts to ensure accuracy and provide additional insights. This process helped
confirm that the data accurately represented participants’ experiences and allowed for adjustments when
necessary.

2.2. Data analysis

For data analysis, this study utilized an inductive approach, where conclusions were drawn directly
from the data. Thematic analysis was employed to identify patterns and themes that emerged from the data.
The analysis process consisted of several steps as suggested by Naeem et al. [14]. First, the researcher
organized and prepared the data by transcribing the interview recordings, scanning documents, and typing
field notes for analysis. In the second step, the researcher examined the data by reading multiple transcripts
and annotating field notes to understand the significance of the interview questions and to identify key
themes. Next, the data was coded. This involved a systematic process of labeling significant segments of text
with descriptive codes that captured their meaning. The researcher used open coding to identify initial codes
that emerged from participants’ responses without being influenced by pre-existing theories. After that, the
codes were refined and grouped into broader categories that reflected common ideas or issues. For example,
responses related to communication difficulties were coded under themes such as “verbal barriers” or
“non-verbal barriers”. This coding process helped reduce large volumes of qualitative data into manageable
and meaningful units for further interpretation. The fourth step involved interrelating the themes, where the
researcher examined how the themes were interconnected and grouped related themes. Finally, the researcher
interpreted the meaning of these themes, understanding their relevance to the research questions and drawing
conclusions that could inform improvements in career counseling practices for SWDs. The overall aim of the
data analysis was to gain a comprehensive understanding of counselors’ experiences and to provide
recommendations for improving career counseling services for PWD students.

3.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this section, we present the results along with a comprehensive discussion. The findings are
organized according to themes emerging from the data analysis, supported with directed quotes from
participants. We relate each theme to existing literature, highlighting how this study advances understanding
of career counseling services for learners with impairments in higher education. While the term SWDs was
initially used broadly, this section specifies the various types of disabilities that counselors encounter.

3.1. Demographic of participants
Table 1 presents the demographic profiles of participants, whose ages range from 29 to 49 years and
represent two racial backgrounds, Malay and Chinese. They work in diverse institutional settings, including
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public universities, vocational centers, and private colleges, with years of counseling experience ranging
from 5 to 23 years. This diversity in race, institutional context, and professional experience offers a varied
perspective on inclusive career counseling for SWDs.

Racial background influenced rapport-building strategies. Malay counselors in this study, working
with predominantly Malay SWDs, reported that shared cultural values and language familiarity helped
establish trust more quickly. Chinese counselors were equally committed but had to navigate initial cultural
or language differences, particularly from a rural Malay-speaking background, before building a rapport with
the PWD client.

Table 1. Demographic of participants

No Pseudonyms Age Race Institutions Years in counseling
1 Cl1 49 Malay Public university 23
2 C2 36  Chinese Vocational center 10
3 C3 38 Malay Public university 11
4 C4 35 Malay  Vocational center 9
5 C5 29  Chinese Private college 5

Experience level also shaped counseling styles. C1, with 23 years of experience, tends to address
issues directly and resolve them quickly, reflecting a results-oriented approach. In contrast, C5, with 5 years
of experience, prefers to spend more time exploring clients’ needs. C1 often refers clients to other
professionals when progress stalls, while C5 seeks supervision to improve practice. These contrasts highlight
how both experience and institutional dynamics influence counseling approaches with PWD clients.

Table 2 illustrates how institutional settings influence the approaches and priorities in delivering
inclusive career counseling to SWDs [15]. In vocational centers, counselors work extensively with vulnerable
groups and adopt proactive, inclusive strategies to address employment challenges faced by SWDs. Public
university counselors focus on academic integration and career planning, preparing students for future
employment through structured support systems. In private colleges, limited resources lead counselors to
provide highly personalized guidance, carefully addressing each SWD’s unique needs.

Although participants work in different institutions, they share a strong commitment to helping
SWDs realize their potential after graduation. As educational landscapes evolve, counselors play a crucial
role in empowering students with diverse abilities by fostering personal development, problem-solving skills,
and career readiness. At the tertiary level, it is essential to guide SWDs in understanding the purpose and
scope of higher education while providing the necessary support to enhance their academic engagement and
future opportunities [16].

Table 2. Institutional context comparison

Institution type Focus area Key observations
Public university ~ Academic and career development  Focused on structured support and academic integration
Vocational center Skill-based training Proactive and inclusive toward vulnerable populations
Private college Individualized student attention More cautious with limited resources and partnerships

3.2. Challenges in career counseling services for SWDs

Table 3 presents the challenges faced by the participants in providing career counseling for SWDs.
These challenges are categorized under four main themes: communication barriers, limited resources, lack of
training, and client dependency.

Table 3. Participants’ challenges in career counseling services for SWDs

Themes Subtheme Category Counselor
Communication Language barriers Verbal communication C1,C3,C4,C5
barriers Non-verbal communication C2,C3,C5
Limited resources Insufficient resources for effective  Accessibility of career counseling C1-C5

career counseling Shortage of industry partners C1-C5
Lack of training Limited professional development  Lack of specialized training programs C2,C4,C5
opportunities
Client dependency Adjustment Bias and stigma C1,C3,C4,C5

Inclusive career counseling challenges for students with disabilities in higher ... (Nur Atigah Abdullah)



220 a ISSN: 2252-8822

3.2.1. Communication barriers

This theme consists of two sub-themes: verbal and non-verbal communication. Verbal
communication barriers were reflected in language limitations that hindered mutual understanding between
counselors and PWD students. Participants C1, C3, C4, and C5 struggled with verbal communication due to
language limitations. C1 highlighted the sensitivity of SWDs, stating, “my client is very sensitive, and we
have to use proper words when conducting counseling sessions with them.” Similarly, C3 noted, “even our
tone might make them sensitive, and we can see how they react to it.”

CS5 elaborated that some SWDs are sensitive to terms like “disabilities” or “impairments” and prefer
alternative terms such as “my specialty”. Furthermore, C3 faced difficulties communicating with students
with learning disabilities, as they struggled to understand complex terms, requiring to simplify the language
or use simple metaphors. This finding is consistent with previous research, emphasizing the importance of
using appropriate language [17], simplifying terms [18], and adopting effective communication strategies to
enhance understanding with PWDs in counseling sessions [19]. Non-verbal communication challenges were
also prominent, as reported by C2, C3, and C5. C2 found interpreting non-verbal cues easier with clients who
had physical disabilities but needed to use art therapy to facilitate expression for clients with mental health
challenges. C3 mentioned that she often mirrored her clients’ emotions:

“I cry if the client cries, to show them that they are cared for. But I also try to guide the session
back to problem-solving by asking them to visualize possible next steps.”

Mirroring PWDs’ emotions such as crying with them is another strategy to build rapport and show
empathy [20]. Meanwhile, C5 described the difficulty of reading non-verbal cues in clients with learning
disabilities or autism, prompting her to use tools like career cards and life map activities to help them express
themselves. Although they are pursuing higher education, it is crucial to recognize that their unique
impairments can influence how they express themselves in counseling sessions. These findings suggest that
counselors in higher education must develop adaptive communication strategies for diverse student needs.

3.2.2. Limited resources

This theme includes two sub-themes: insufficient resources for effective counseling and a shortage
of industry partners. All participants mentioned that access to career counseling services was limited. C1
shared that:

“It was hard to find professionals with expertise in vocational rehabilitation, so I began
collaborating with lecturers from related faculties to conduct joint workshops tailored for SWDs.”

C2, C3, and C5 highlighted that SWDs are a minority group, making career counseling less accessible for
them. PWD students often receive less attention in career counseling services, with many being unaware of
their availability [5]. C4 further explained that:

“Institutional priorities tend to focus more on mental health counseling, making career guidance
less accessible for SWDs. Although counseling services are available, lecturers must take an
active role in recommending and facilitating career-related support for these students to a
counselor.”

Another major concern raised by all participants was the shortage of industrial partners. C1, C2, and
C4 emphasized that effective career counseling must include pathways for work placements, yet limited
collaboration with industries makes it difficult to provide these opportunities. C3 and C4 further explained
that without strong industry partnerships, SWDs struggle to access workplace exposure, internships, or
entrepreneurship support. C4 specifically shares that:

“We have industrial partners, but they are not yet ready to recruit learners with impairments
because their companies lack the necessary infrastructure.”

These findings align with existing research indicating that PWD students often face challenges such as
insufficient funding, inadequate infrastructure, and a lack of necessary tools and equipment for effective
vocational rehabilitation [21]. However, this study indicates that the challenge extends beyond resource
limitations to include a lack of institutional prioritization and targeted career interventions for PWD students.
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3.2.3. Lack of training

This theme includes one sub-theme: limited professional development opportunities. C2, C4, and C5
expressed concerns about the absence of specialized training programs designed to meet the unique needs of
students with diverse abilities, making it difficult for them to deliver effective career counseling. C2 and C5
shared that finding workshops focused on career counseling for SWDs was challenging. Additionally,
C5 noted that developing suitable approaches for students with learning disabilities was especially difficult.
While workshops on handling disabilities exist, participants pointed out that they often focus on general
strategies. CS5 specifically stated:

“Occasionally, we attend workshops, but they mainly focus on sign language and don’t follow a
continuous series. It would be helpful to have workshops with a structured series, such as
beginner, intermediate, and advanced levels.”

There is a noticeable gap in workshops specifically tailored to career counseling services for PWD
students. This aligns with existing research indicating that many counseling and psychology programs lack
extensive training in disability-related areas, resulting in varying levels of preparation among counselors
working with students requiring adaptive support [22]. The participants from different institutions shared the
same experience of lacking training. C1 mentioned that disability training is usually managed by the
disability section, while in vocational centers, occupational therapists receive specific training. Unlike those
in private colleges, the institution received first-hand training, though it was not suitable for the cases she was
handling. Given the importance of inclusive education, higher education institutions should consider
integrating specialized career counseling training for PWD students into their programs to better support both
counselors and students.

3.2.4. Client dependency

This theme includes one sub-theme: adjustment. This dependency is compounded by challenges
such as bias and stigma, as noted by C1, C3, C4, and C5. Many learners with impairments sought counseling
due to bullying, exclusion, or feeling undervalued at work. C1 shared that “my client felt their colleagues
avoided giving them meaningful tasks, often viewing them as incapable.” Similarly, C3 mentioned a client
who was excluded from company events, which made them feel isolated and alienated. C4 and C5
highlighted issues with discrimination during the hiring process. C5 shared a troubling case where a client
with a learning disability was unfairly dismissed during a trial period due to insufficient time to adapt.
CS5 shared that:

“My client told me that their hiring manager initially agreed to hire him. However, after about
two weeks on the job, my client was let go due to not being able to pick up the work quickly
enough. My client was fired on the spot, which feels extremely unfair. This has made him rely
heavily on my words of affirmation. So now I combine encouragement with role-play sessions to
rehearse workplace communications and self-advocacy.”

Participants noted that PWD students often depend heavily on counselors to manage workplace
challenges. C1, C2, C4, and C5 reported that clients with learning disabilities struggled to develop
independence, frequently seeking reassurance or immediate support from counselors. C3 described
a situation where her client remained silent for an entire week at work because they felt unsupported and
isolated. This case highlights the need for targeted intervention strategies to address dependency while
fostering independence. Although existing research has not extensively addressed the dependency of PWD
students on counselors in career counseling, it is well-documented that bias, stigma, and discrimination
contribute to increased support needs [23]. These challenges often lead to heightened reliance on counselors
and emphasize the necessity for higher education, especially for educators to adopt intervention strategies to
promote student autonomy and independence.

The findings of this study show that communication barriers, limited resources, lack of training, and
client dependency remain significant challenges in delivering career counseling services for SWDs in higher
education. Addressing these issues is closely aligned with the targets of SDG 8, particularly in promoting
inclusive and equitable access to decent work. For example, the shortage of trained counselors and industry
partners directly limits SWDs’ opportunities for workplace readiness and employment, which runs counter to
SDG 8’s call for productive and decent work for all. Furthermore, these findings also suggest clear directions
for Malaysian higher education policy. Disability-specific content should be embedded into counselor
training curricula, ensuring that professionals are equipped with strategies for adaptive communication,
career planning, and workplace integration for PWD students. At the institutional level, policies could
prioritize structured career pathways for PWD students, supported by targeted funding and industry
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engagement schemes to expand placement opportunities. The results also indicate the value of an
interdisciplinary model. Collaboration between counselors, special educators, therapists, and industry
representatives can address both the skill development and emotional support needs of SWDs. Such a model
would not only enhance service delivery but also contribute to national and global commitments towards
inclusive, sustainable economic growth under SDG 8.

3.3. Recommendations in career counseling services for SWDs

Table 4 presents the recommendations from the participants for improving career counseling
services for SWDs. These recommendations fall under three main themes: specialized training, industry
partnerships, and enhancing counseling services. Each theme is further divided into specific sub-themes to
reflect the range of suggestions provided by the participants. The table outlines how these themes are
categorized and which counselors contributed to each recommendation.

Table 4. Participants’ recommendations in career counseling services for SWDs

Themes Subtheme Category Counselor
Specialized training Training and development Sign language workshop Cl1,C2,C3,C4
Cultural competence C1-C5
Art therapy C1-C5
Industry partners Collaborations for employment Career fairs Cl,C4,C5
opportunities Career workshop C2,C3,C5
Internship programs C2,C3,C4
Enhancing counseling Innovative approach Promote counseling services Cl1, C2, C4, C5
services Supervision CI1-C5

3.3.1. Specialized training

The first identified theme is specialized training, with the subtheme of training and development.
Participants emphasized the need for specialized training to enhance counseling services for PWD students.
Cl1, C2, C3, and C4 highlighted the importance of a sign language workshop to better support individuals
with hearing and speech impairments. C4 specifically shared:

“During our support for parasports, our counselors struggled to communicate effectively with
individuals who have hearing and speech disabilities. As a result, they resorted to using general
signs like thumbs up and ‘okay’ gestures to motivate them. It was frustrating because we couldn’t
use appropriate sign language to encourage them.”

Integrating sign language proficiency into counseling services enhances inclusivity and
effectiveness for SWDs, especially for those with hearing and speech disabilities [24]. This integration
fosters a deeper understanding of clients’ unique needs and promotes a more responsive counseling
environment. Additionally, all participants agreed that cultural competence is essential for counselors when
conducting sessions. C1 mentioned:

“I'm very straightforward with my language, but when working with Iban or Chinese clients with
disabilities, I have to be mindful of my language as they can be quite sensitive.”

Similarly, C2 shared:

“PWD from financially stable backgrounds tend to cooperate better in counseling sessions,
especially when their caregivers are supportive.”

C3 added that some caregivers can be overly protective and reluctant to allow their children with
disabilities to work, which poses challenges in counseling. When participants share their challenges in
providing counseling services across different racial and family backgrounds, these differences influence the
counselor’s ability to adapt and modify counseling approaches to be culturally sensitive. A key aspect of this
competence is understanding how cultural factors influence beliefs, values, and behaviors, and adapting
counseling approaches accordingly [25]. Furthermore, all participants recommended art therapy as an
effective approach for PWD students. This is supported by previous research, which highlights that art
therapy enables SWDs to express their emotions and experiences non-verbally. This approach is beneficial
for supporting holistic interventions, as it integrates emotions through creative and meaningful activities [26].
C3 noted, “when I used stone therapy, I could easily identify when a client had been bullied.” Similarly,
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CS5 shared, “in counseling sessions with my client, I use standard career tools for clients with physical
disabilities but apply specialized play therapy for those with learning disabilities.”

In alignment with current Malaysia education policies that advocate for inclusive practices in higher
education and career development, these recommendations underscore the importance of specialized training
for counselors to support SWDs [27]. This approach would not only enhance counselor effectiveness but also
contribute to a more inclusive and supportive learning environment for all students. Despite the
implementation of special education integrated programs (SEIP) in Malaysia since 1996 [28], the focus has
primarily been on special teachers’ commitment. This research suggests that counselors should also be
actively involved in such programs to enhance their career counseling services. School leaders also should
take the initiative to involve counselors in these programs, preparing them for inclusive counseling sessions
through collaboration with special education teachers and other disability specialists. Similarly, in higher
education, counselors must develop skill sets by collaborating with lecturers and administrators specialized in
supporting PWD students to enhance career counseling services.

3.3.2. Industry partnerships

The second theme is industry partnerships, with the subtheme focusing on collaborations for
employment opportunities. Participants emphasized the importance of initiatives like career fairs and
workshops tailored for PWD students. C1, C4, and C5 recommended organizing career fairs. C1 highlighted:

“Every year, we host career fairs, and this year we successfully included inclusive opportunities
for PWD students by inviting industries interested in recruiting them.”

Similarly, C4 and CS5 suggested that future career fairs should concentrate more specifically on work
opportunities for students with diverse abilities. This is supported by previous research, as successful career
counseling services are those that collaborate with the industry [19]. Additionally, C2, C3, and C5
recommended conducting career workshops for SWDs. C2 mentioned that career talks featuring industry
representatives would be impactful, as they could outline the criteria they look for when recruiting PWD
students. C3 and C5 agreed, adding that interview workshops should be implemented, particularly for
students with mild learning disabilities. All participants supported inviting industry representatives to share
insights during these workshops.

However, Lindsay er al. [29] highlights the need for higher education institutions to facilitate
mentorship programs between SWDs and employed individuals with disabilities. Such programs help them
navigate workplace challenges more effectively. The findings highlight the limitations of relying solely on
traditional career fairs and workshops for employment support. While participants emphasized annual career
fairs and industry partnerships as key strategies, integrating mentorship programs could offer more
personalized and sustainable career guidance for PWD students. Furthermore, C2, C3, and C4 recommended
implementing internship programs for SWDs. This has been supported by previous studies, which suggest
that implementing internship programs for SWDs is widely recognized as an effective strategy to enhance
their employment prospects and skill development. However, it is essential to include family preparation to
ensure a holistic approach [30]. C2 shared his experience, noting that trainees at his vocational center
typically acquire skills through practical training. However, he suggested introducing internship programs
like those in academic streams to provide more comprehensive exposure. C3 and C4 echoed this sentiment,
agreeing that internship opportunities in higher education would significantly enhance the employability of
PWD students by giving them hands-on experience in real-world settings.

3.3.3. Enhancing counseling services

The final theme focuses on enhancing counseling services for PWD students through innovative
approaches. Participants stressed the need to promote these services and improve their accessibility and
effectiveness. C1, C2, C4, and C5 emphasized the importance of raising awareness about counseling.
In addition, C1 suggested:

“We should conduct outreach programs to educate caregivers so early intervention can be
provided for their children before they enter higher education or the workplace.”

C2 and CS5 similarly highlighted the need for targeted community programs in schools to raise
awareness and provide early career counseling for SWDs. Community programs for early interventions for
PWD students aim to equip them with the essential tools needed to navigate their education, career
development, and social integration successfully [31]. Furthermore, all participants agreed on the need for
supervision. C1 shared:
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“Even with 23 years of experience in counseling, I see supervision as essential when working with
specific clients like SWDs.”

C2 and C4 supported this, mentioning their collaboration with occupational and behavioral therapists to
better understand PWD cases. C3 and C5 emphasized the importance of continuous supervision for new
counselors, especially when conducting career counseling with SWDs. C5 specifically mentions that
supervision helps counselors develop the necessary skills and sensitivity to support PWD students in their
career journeys effectively. Research supports these perspectives, highlighting the important role of
supervision in enhancing counseling effectiveness and counselor retention [32]. In this study, the participants
described supervision as an informal process, focusing on seeking advice from counselors with expertise in
SWDs or career counseling. These findings highlight the need for counselors to actively engage in
supervision to enhance their practice and well-being.

4. CONCLUSION

This study explores the challenges of providing career counseling for PWD students in higher
education and offers actionable solutions. Counselors play a crucial role, not only in supporting mental health
but also in preparing SWDs for the workforce and fostering collaboration with employers after graduation.
By adopting the PHT as a framework, this research demonstrates how unplanned events and barriers
influence SWDs’ career trajectories and highlights the need for adaptable counseling practices. This study
fills a gap by focusing on how counselors can effectively support SWDs in navigating career-related
challenges in higher education. It highlights significant barriers, including limited accessibility to career
counseling services and the underutilization of industry partnerships. Collaboration among counselors,
universities, and employers is essential to equip PWD students with the necessary skills and opportunities for
success after graduation. Additionally, universities should provide specific training to help counselors
address the unique needs of PWD students, particularly in overcoming communication barriers during
counseling sessions. This can be achieved by strengthening partnerships between universities’ disability
support services and career services to provide comprehensive support for them. Furthermore, education
policymakers should advocate for greater industry involvement in inclusive career fairs and internship
programs for PWD students. A mentorship program should also be implemented to help PWD students thrive
and maintain long-term success in the workplace. It is important to note that student counselors are often
assigned administrative duties, which detract from their focus on their primary role of implementing
comprehensive university counseling programs for students. Therefore, the findings of this study align with
SDG8, which promotes inclusive and sustainable economic growth and productive employment for all.
By strengthening inclusive career counseling, higher education institutions can directly contribute to this
global goal, particularly by improving employability outcomes for SWDs.

While this research offers valuable insights, its limited sample representation highlights the need for
more extensive studies. Future research should expand on these findings by including larger, more diverse
samples, such as parents, peer support groups, academic advisors, and faculty members, to support career
readiness among SWDs in higher education. Additionally, exploring the role of parents and peer support
systems in reinforcing career readiness and providing emotional support during job searches could offer
valuable perspectives. Finally, examining the involvement of academic advisors and faculty members in
preparing SWDs for the workforce could provide a more holistic understanding of how higher education
contributes to their career development.
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