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A B S T R A C T

Municipal Adult Education in Sweden has recently undergone changes, from on-site education to outsourced 
courses by external course providers with large, standardized courses distributed on-line. This educational 
context has proven difficult to manage for target group of this study, students with neuropsychiatric disorders 
and mental health issues, with large number of dropouts as a result. The present study aimed to explore how 
support adapted to the target group was perceived by students included in a project, Right to Support, where 
teachers on-site functioned as intermediary between the external course providers and target group. Eight stu
dents were in-depth interviewed, and their narratives were analyzed with reflexive thematic analysis. The 
narratives indicated five themes including prerequisites for learning, adapted physical environment, firsthand 
assistance, personal relationships and effects for self-esteem. We conclude that these factors enabled academic 
success, personal growth and potential for societal inclusion.

1. Introduction

Adult education is put forward as powerful tool for both individual 
empowerment as well as equity in and between countries (UNESCO, 
2016), in other words a tool for inclusion. For life-long learning, a 
pedagogic philosophy where a holistic perspective is applied on the 
educational trajectory, adult municipal education is a central step
pingstone for students who do not qualify for higher education (Aspelin, 
2015). For the targeted students in this study, students with neuro 
psychiatric disorders and/or mental health issues, municipal adult ed
ucation may be the last chance to higher education and avoidance of 
marginalization in the society.

Adult education in Sweden has roots back to folk high schools, from 
start provided as evening-school, with the aim to strengthen equality 
and bridge educational gaps. In 1968 municipal adult education was 
initiated with the aim to qualify individuals lacking upper secondary 
school certificates for higher education (Fejes et al., 2020). Between 
1997 – 2002 a reform, the so-called Knowledge Boost, was financed by 
the government, to provide students with a two-year upper secondary 
school education the opportunity to add an extra year to qualify them for 
higher education (Andersson, et al., 2023). During this peak for 
municipal adult education about 100 000 new students were admitted 
each year. Education on site was provided by the municipalities and 

many teachers enrolled in courses giving them a diploma as teachers in 
adult education. The first curriculum for adult municipal education from 
1982 was abandoned in 1994 when adult municipal education was 
converged with upper secondary school education and a joint curricu
lum was introduced (Fejes, 2006). From 2012 municipal adult education 
again has its own curriculum, where adults’ prior knowledge and ex
periences are to be regarded (Skolverket, 2012; 2017 p. 101).

After a decline in number of students, municipal adult education in 
2023 had more than 413 000 students enrolled, a larger number of 
students than in ordinary upper secondary school. Of these students 65,3 
% have a migrant background (Andersson et al., 2023).

1.1. Changes in the educational landscape

Four overarching aims are historically discerned in Swedish munic
ipal education. One purpose is personality development, a second pur
pose is democratic civic preparation, a third purpose is compensatory, 
and a fourth purpose is labor market preparation (Sverige Skolverket, 
2023). In particular, the compensatory aim is of certain interest when it 
comes to adult education, as many of the students enrolled in municipal 
adult education are there because they lack knowledge and/or skills to 
complete their upper secondary school education. According to the 
School Law “The starting point for the education is the student’s needs 
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and prerequisites. When it comes to municipal adult education at upper 
secondary level and municipal adult education as adapted education at 
upper secondary level, priority must be given to those who have the 
greatest needs of education (SKOLFS, 2022, p. 1315, p.31, our trans
lation). Even if the law prescribes a focus on the compensatory aim and 
personal development, labor market preparation and demand-driven 
education based on the labor market’s needs has gained attention and 
grown in later years as employability has become a central frame factor 
for municipal adult education (Andersson et al., 2023).

A major characteristic of present municipal education in Sweden is 
the use of public procurement to contract private external providers of 
courses and organization of the education (Holmqvist et al., 2021). From 
1977 and onwards an extensive marketization has taken place in adult 
education (Muhrman & Andersson, 2022). Instead of education on site, 
municipal education has been outsourced to private providers of edu
cation with standardized systems for the provision of courses. One 
teacher may have up to 400 students providing the courses on-line. In 
2021 51,1 % of course participants were enrolled in courses distributed 
by external providers. In large municipalities up to 70% of course par
ticipants were enrolled in outsourced courses (Andersson et al., 2023). 
For municipalities this has been as issue of economy, when the prices 
from different providers constitute a key factor to pay attention to in the 
process of procurement (Holmqvist, 2022).

According to the Swedish Schools Swedish School Inspectorate 
(2019) the following intentions formulated in the curriculum are vital: 
“an active teacher role, close relations between teacher and student, and 
knowledge about the needs and capability of the student, as well as 
intentions to meet the needs of the student” (Swedish School Inspec
torate, 2019, p. 14.). However, municipal adult education is no longer 
carried out on site. In the present situation, with courses held online, it 
becomes clear that the intentions stipulated above are hard to enact.

1.2. Students with neuropsychiatric disorders and mental health issues

The relationship between academic success and Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) among adults was examined in a study 
by Henning et al. (2022). Problems with focusing the task at hand and 
general restlessness and inability to wait among the 3688 first-year 
undergraduate students aged between 18 and 25 years that were tar
geted, led to higher drop-out rates as well as academic underachieve
ment. As many as 2067 of these students withdrew from their 
educational programs. The observed trend existed irrespective of 
gender. The findings of this study are in line with earlier research by 
DuPaul et al. (2017) and Kim and Lee (2016). In a study by Kwon et al. 
(2018) students with ADHD reported inattention-related problems such 
as difficulties to organize and plan their studies. Time management 
problems as well as procrastination were reported. Self-esteem, the 
over-all sense of self-worth, is affected by academic failure and therefore 
a crucial factor to pay attention to when it comes to resilience (Schneider 
& Preckel, 2017). In addition, dyslexia, and ADHD 25–40% are highly 
bidirectionally comorbid (McGrath & Stoodley, 2019). Self-efficacy, a 
concept related to self-esteem, is the belief in one’s own ability to suc
ceed in specific situations or achieve specific goals (Bandura, 1977) and 
constitutes another key concept, however, a more specific and fluctu
ating concept that depends on how you feel about your ability to succeed 
in different situations (Talsma et al., 2019). All students, who have 
experienced academic failure, are therefore highly dependent on sup
port to manage and cope with tasks.

Low graduation rates are given evidence of in earlier research also 
for students diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (Anderson 
et al., 2019). Even though students having reported a strong memory, 
high technical skills, and great interest in subjects of study, poor plan
ning skills, procrastination, and problems with understanding ambig
uous and abstract concepts create barriers for academic success 
(Anderson et al., 2018). Evaluation methods were in some cases referred 
to as preventing students from demonstrating their knowledge (Jansen 

et al., 2017). In addition, this category of students also reported anxiety 
and depression as features that influence their overall wellbeing, which 
leads to the third category of students included in our study, namely 
students suffering from mental health problems.

A high-quality teacher-student relationships is seen as one factor 
both for students’ well-being and academic performance (Coristine 
et al., 2022; Hirsch, 2020; Ibrahim & El Zaatari, 2020). However, studies 
on students’ mental health status are seldom published in educational 
journals, but in journals of healthcare, according to Ragnarsson et al. 
(2019). The experience of high academic pressure and stress influences 
academic achievement (Brännlund et al., 2017; Odenbring, 2019). 
Mental health issues and low academic performance may be linked to 
school drop-out and severe effects like accelerating depression, but there 
may also be links to the conditions of migration (Honkaniemi et al., 
2020). Not seldom are there cases of comorbidity where action from 
different professionals is needed to ease the student’s situation.

The concept of impression allergy is described by Edfelt et al. (2019). 
Having to expose oneself to unknown situations and/or bumping into 
many unfamiliar people, can become an obstacle for learning, reported 
by students who have not completed their upper secondary school 
studies. For these students distance form may be an alternative, but 
some students find it troublesome to manage their studies all by them
selves, as they need guidance to move on to next level or area of learning 
(Edfelt et al., 2019).

1.3. The planning-attention-simultaneous-successive-model

The PASS-model by Partanen (2019) describes several types of 
cognitive functions with importance for the learning of the target group. 
Planning encompasses abilities to plan and set goals for learning, select 
relevant information, and choose strategies, including problem solving. 
Attention is about the ability to focus and concentrate. Factors affecting 
attention encompass a relevant level of challenge, or strategies to start 
solving a task. Simultaneous focus, the ability to link various parts into a 
whole, and being able to break down the whole into parts constitute 
other difficulties. Being able to see pattern and make connections be
tween various parts is an ability important for reading comprehension. 
The successive ability concerns the ability to put pieces of information 
together in a sequence, chain, or certain order. This ability also comes 
into play for understanding texts. These cognitive functions display 
areas with which students may need assistance to proceed with their 
learning.

Strong teacher-student relationship is a crucial advantage when 
teachers aim to help students understand expectations and make stu
dents feel confident to explore and take risks in their learning process 
(Hirsch, 2020). Such relationships do not only focus ways to overcome 
cognitive challenges but also involves both students’ self-esteem and 
self-efficacy where mutual respect is a key concept for the development 
of self-worth (Coristine et al., 2022).

1.4. Theoretical points of departure

There is a necessity of a broad approach when considering inclusion, 
and an overall need to provide students with abilities but also a vision of 
themselves as full-fledged participants in a democratic society. Four 
different definitions of inclusion dominate in research; a placement 
definition referring to the physical place of education, a second defini
tion focusing that the requirements of social and academic needs are met 
according to students’ prerequisites, a third similar definition where the 
needs of all students are included. Fourthly, the creation of communities 
in schools is emphasized (Göransson & Nilholm, 2014; Nilholm & 
Göransson, 2017). A discourse of traditional special needs education 
dominates, where placement is the central focus, and students are 
identified by their shortcomings. This view is, however, is challenged by 
researchers advocating cooperation across communities and diversities 
(Connolley & Hausstätter, 2009; Lindsay, 2007). Our position in this 
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paper is that we want to be future-oriented, where no definitions are 
discarded, but not without including the vision of all students being part 
of a community where both the project, its personnel and participant 
and the external provider are included, in the long run pointing towards 
inclusion in the society, where diversity is not equaled with shortcom
ings but as variations without pejorative connotations. In the present 
article we want to provide an example of how support to the target 
group is arranged and perceived by the participating students.

2. Methods

The aim of this study was to describe and analyze how support 
adapted to the target group can affect students’ perceptions of them
selves as students, their perceptions of learning and their visions of 
themselves as participants in society. A qualitative, inductive, and pre
dominately interpretative approach was chosen. The research questions 
that guided our research were the following. 

1. Which perceptions of learning prerequisites did the students in the 
target group report?

2. How did the students in target group perceive the support they 
received?

3. How did the time in the project Right to Support affect the students’ 
self-esteem and future visions?

2.1. Context

The present study was conducted within the framework of a project, 
“Right to Support,” regarding courses in municipal adult education in a 
small city (The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions, 
2023) targeting students with neuropsychiatric disorders and mental 
health issues. All courses were conducted as distance studies managed 
by an external provider. The targeted students were part of the project 
aimed at providing extra support and adjustments and an accessible 
learning environment. Pedagogues provided individualized support 
with course assignments, contacts, and collaboration with the external 
course provider. A workspace for the students was provided (120 square 
meter) including one larger room, three small study rooms and three 
offices for the teachers. Four teachers with open offices provided these 
distance students individual support both person-to-person and 
digitally.

2.2. Participants

The target group was students within the neuro-psychiatric spectrum 
or students with mental health issues, insufficient knowledge of Swed
ish, and in some cases dyslexia. All were students who had not suc
cessfully completed upper secondary school, thus, not being qualified 
for higher education. The students were at various levels in their edu
cation and needed support in different subjects, depending on which 
course that were lacking for them to have complete grades. Students 
selected to take part in the project described, have been interviewed, 
and assessed by teachers in the project and when so acquired by psy
chologists affiliated with the school. The following eight students 
participated in the study:

Student 1 (S1)– male, born 1980. Interviewed 2019.
Student 2 (S2) – male, born 1995. Interviewed 2019 and 2022.
Student 3 (S3) – male, estimated year of birth 1990. Interviewed 

2019.
Student 4 (S4)– female, born 1993. Interviewed 2019.
Student 5 (S5) – female, born 1996. Interviewed 2019.
Student 6 (S6) – female, born 1997. Interviewed 2022.
Student 7(S7) – female, born 2002. Interviewed 2022.
Student 8(S8) – female, born 1994. Interviewed 2022.
All participants reported low study-motivation and low self-esteem 

when they started their studies at “Right to Support”. Further did 
several of the participants report reading and writing difficulties, ADHD 
diagnosis and autism spectrum diagnosis, major difficulties during 
previous schooling, including concentration difficulties and mental 
health issues. Two bilingual participants declared difficulties with the 
Swedish language. Low self-esteem in terms of studies, both language- 
and concentration difficulties. Problems to structure the studies were 
also widely reported.

2.3. Semi-structured interviews

With Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) we view interviews as Inter 
Views, where the informant and the interviewer have a conversation 
about a topic of mutual interest. As we were interested in the in
formants’ perceptions of the topics of interest in this study, 
semi-structured interviews appeared as an adequate choice for data 
collection. Our topics of interest were the students’ present studying 
situation, perceived prerequisites for learning and how their encounter 
with “Right to Support” had affected their perceptions of themselves as 
students and their views of their future life. Individual interviews with 
the students were conducted between February 2016–May 2022. Each 
interview lasted between 45 min to 1 h. And was digitally recorded and 
transcribed. All interviews were conducted in one of the teacher’s 
offices.

To get a proper understanding of the context and every-day work as 
well as the activities provided by the four teachers engaged in the 
project, the researchers met with the teachers – four times a year for 
joint discussions of the project and the support provided.

2.4. Analyses

The qualitative data consisted of open-ended responses about stu
dents’ perceptions of their learning prerequisites, the support they have 
experienced in the project and perceptions of their self-image and vi
sions of the future. The transcripts of the interviews included 60 A4 
pages of text (Word files, 12-point Times New Roman font). The answers 
were analyzed thematically (Braun & Clarke, 2022) to answer the 
research questions. The analysis process was characterized by a 
self-reflective process, where the researcher is aware of his/her influ
ence on the research process, a characteristic distinguishing reflexive 
thematic analysis from other similar methods. How social and cultural 
context affected the participants was also important for us to pay 
attention to in the analysis, so field notes from our visits on the premises 
were also paid attention to during analyses. The data to answer the 
research questions were sorted via an inductive process; that is, the text 
“spoke freely,” with inspiration from the analysis steps that according to 
Braun and Clarke (2022) characterizes a thematic analysis. 1) Firstly, 
familiarization and close and repeated reading. 2) Indexing where 
tentative codes were applied to the transcriptions of interviews. 3) 
Producing a coding frame where the parts of the text that expressed 
identifiable ideas (meaning units) were condensed into the preliminary 
genome coding of meaning-bearing parts. Various codes were brought 
together, with a focus on similarities and differences. 4) Charting with 
refining and developing emerging themes. The preliminary themes were 
scrutinized concerning the original statements to assess their alignment 
with the data and determine the identified themes’ relevance and 
meaningfulness. 5) Final mapping and interpretation of the final themes 
(Braun & Clarke, 2022).

The researchers continually reflected on their perspectives, biases, 
and assumptions, considering how interpretation of the data may have 
influenced the interpretations. The themes identified were the 
following: problematic prerequisites and initial conditions for learning, a 
physical environment adapted for the target group, firsthand assistance with 
adaption of the distance studies, personal relationships for personal growth 
and impact on self-esteem and future visions. The themes were rigorously 
evaluated and eventually labelled. Firstly, the thematic analysis was 
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conducted independently, and then jointly as reflexivity is vital 
throughout the process. Therefore, the regular meetings between the 
researchers were crucial to view the data from multiple perspectives. 
With this constructivist procedure we believe that meaning and mean
ingfulness in the participants’ narratives was well captured, as language 
not only reflects but also creates a picture of the social reality of the 
participants.

2.5. Ethical conduct

The principles for ethical research in social sciences as stated by the 
Swedish Research Counsil guided this study (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). 
These principles and encompass information consent, confidentiality, 
and utilization requirements how data is to be used (Vetenskapsrådet, 
2017). In addition to the substantive ethical considerations and prac
tices indicated above, during this study we followed the Swedish 
Research Council’s guidelines on ethical clearance and principles for 
research within social sciences. This including standards of ethical 
conduct related to informed consent, confidentiality, and utilization 
requirements (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). Informed consent was obtained 
from the informants, who before the interview was given information 
about the aim and focus of the study, how data was handled and results 
were to be used, and the right to withdraw from the study. Clearance for 
such studies are not required nationally.

3. Results and analysis

In the following section our findings and the results of the reflective 
thematic analysis are presented.

3.1. Problematic prerequisites and initial conditions for learning

The students’ narratives reflect low self-esteem regarding themselves 
as students when they started their studies. Often aversion to studying is 
pronounced. Earlier experiences are often referred to: 

I failed in upper secondary school, and I was frightened of yet 
another failure. Studying is so hard for me and thought that … I will 
never succeed with this. How shall I manage? I pictured myself 
sitting at home studying … that will never work. / … / I have ADHD, 
and it makes it hard for med to concentrate. (S5)

I have always felt a bit stupid … already in grade one the teachers 
noticed that this guy, he has some problems. So, through elementary 
and middle school I was subjected to special needs education. (S1)

I am not a schoolchild. I cannot sit down and study. I need to move 
around the whole time. Studying has never been my cup of tea. (S4)

Well … I have ADHD and problems to concentrate, and I failed in 
upper secondary school. I was so scared of going back to school 
again, to start studying again and fail again … I have always had 
problems in school. I never thought that I would be able to manage 
this. I was so worried when I was going to meet the study counsellors 
before I understood what Right to Support really was. How would I 
be able to fix this? Am I to sit at home and study? This will never 
work! (S5)

It is apparent that earlier experiences of studying have not provided 
these students with confidence in their ability to study. Instead, the 
students primarily experienced their shortcomings as individual char
acteristics, not knowing how to overcome their problems. Among 
experienced problems e students mentioned difficulties to structure and 
sequence their studies, a lack of study strategies and time management 
of their studies, a need of extra time and acknowledgement that they 
were on the right track. Procrastination was also something that was 
mentioned in the narratives. All students were aware of their specific 
shortcomings associated with their diagnoses: 

I do not have the discipline to study at home. The courses I am taking 
now … I take them one by one now as I have an ADHD-diagnosis. I 
have like a whole school year left from upper secondary school! But 
with structure, some extra time and one thing at a time … well … 
(S2)

To find an appropriate physical environment also turned out to be an 
obstacle at times. The next informant, single mother with five chil
dren, migrant background, and living with her disabled mother had 
taken a toll on her mental wellbeing with consequences for her 
studies: “While being responsible for everything at home, and neither 
time nor place to study …” (S8)

3.2. A physical environment adapted for the target group

The quotation above points out the importance of having access to a 
suitable environment for studies, in the case when the home environ
ment fails to offer enough peace and quiet. The closeness to the teachers 
and above all, their willingness to give rapid feedback confirming that 
the students are on the right track while working with their tasks is 
mentioned by the students as a crucial advantage with Right to Support, 
as one of the students expressed “they are always here when I need 
help”. (S3) One student describes the studying situation as follows: 

The structure, the calm environment and to have a teacher at hand, 
as well as the opportunity to be able to sit by yourself and still having 
access to a teacher … that is what really makes a difference to me and 
enables me to reach my goals. I am allowed to focus on my studies in 
my way … (S2)

This student further explained: 

Here everyone has the possibility to approach the teacher when it is 
needed. Instead of having one hour for a sort of introduction, the 
teachers say that now we have this time here … I will be here the 
whole time and can help when you need it. (S2)

However, the possibility to find a physical space seems utterly 
important for several of these students. The following quotation high
lights this by an example: 

They [the teachers] adapt the environment to my needs. A good 
example is when I arrived here the other day, all the small rooms 
where I usually sit were occupied, and the teacher went around 
looking for a place and helped to find my own room to study. (S5)

Above the physical environment per se, in combination with the 
students’ awareness that support is at hand in this environment proves 
as circumstances of significant importance for the target group. How
ever, the support that the students received had certain characteristics 
when adapting the distance studies for this target group.

3.3. Firsthand assistance with adaption of the distance studies

Planning studies is described as a problem that the target group has 
encountered in their former studies. Therefore, assistance with planning 
turns out as an important characteristic of how the teachers’ work was 
perceived by the students: 

Together we start by planning, mostly from my needs when possible. 
I have postponed quite a lot because I have a phobia of exams. For me 
it has been important to divide assignments in smaller parts, so I 
would not get too stressed. The teacher handed me a new task when I 
was done with the former part. It went well, and I felt so safe when 
the teacher was there. This was a helpful solution for me. (S4)

As the students in Right to Support often have failed to meet the 
expectations of teachers, it became crucial to many of them to get 
assistance with deciphering the tasks delivered by the external provider 
of the courses: 
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I have such problems with understanding the expectations of the 
teacher [the external provider of courses]. The questions asked in 
tasks, often consisted of several questions that were lumped together, 
so the expectations became unclear. In Right to Support I got help to 
decipher the assignments. (S6)

Another student explains how working with an external course 
provider may cause problems, as they have so many students and the 
assignments therefore are formulated in a very general way: 

I do not know what the external course provider really wants. What 
are the expectations? I need to understand what the teacher wants 
and what he or she is going to assess. It takes such a long time to 
contact them, and I tried to ask the teacher about the assignment. 
However, he did not understand my question. The teacher at Right to 
Support understood my queries and could assist me in how to go 
about the assignment. (S8)

S3 explicates: 

The teachers make it so much easier for me to manage the tasks. He 
explains to me so that I can answer the questions and proceed with 
the tasks. He makes me understand what I am expected to do (S3)

To adapt the time needed for tasks also proved as a significant 
characteristic of the teachers’ work perceived by the students: 

Here the studies can take time … I do not have to stress and complete 
everything at once. Now that I have learnt that tasks need a certain 
time, I have become calmer. When I say that now I can proceed to 
page 2, the teacher tells me to take a short a walk [laughter]. The 
teacher knows that things can go wrong if I try to proceed to fast. The 
teacher often splits the assignments in smaller parts to work through 
the parts one at a time. (S7)

Another student explains: 

It feels like the teachers have more time for you than I have expe
rienced earlier in other educational settings. Here I have access to 
help in a quite unique way, because there are not twenty other stu
dents present … I get help faster and the teachers take their time. 
(S1)

Right to support as an educational setting is characterized by flexi
bility according to the students’ perceptions. The actions taken by the 
teachers are always perceived as being adapted to the students’ indi
vidual needs. One aspect of flexibility is continuous evaluation and feed- 
back to enhance the progression of the students’ work, as highlighted in 
the following quotation: 

If I do not have someone [a teacher] who checks up on me with 
questions like ’Are you OK? What have you done? What have you got 
left to do? Then I would sit here and engage in something completely 
different than my work. At Right to Support they come and ask me 
how I am doing … They keep me on the track [laughter]. (S5)

In short, the access to the teachers, also brings numerous opportu
nities to receive feed-back built on continuous informal evaluation of 
how the work progresses according to the students’ perceptions of the 
teachers’ work in Right to Support.

3.4. Personal relationships for personal growth

That the teachers have knowledge about the students, their educa
tional trajectories, and the shortcomings the students may have expe
rienced was important for how they encountered and supported the 
students. Personal relationships proved to have impact on the students’ 
perceptions of how the studying experience formed self-efficacy and 
perceptions of their growth both as students and as individuals in a 
wider sense: 

I feel that I have developed as a student at the same time as I have 
grown as a person. I understand complicated concepts and I can fill 
them with meaning in my way of comprehending. / … / Everything 
is adapted to me, but I also could just talk … which I sometimes need. 
(S6)

Another student adheres to the issue of self-efficacy: 

Everyone has checked out my study journal, they know what I can 
and cannot do. I felt like I was in focus, to feel prioritized and not one 
in the crowd. To go from a narrow frame to knowing what you can 
do. / … / Just that the teachers were accessible, that they were there 
(S2).

The question of intimacy was in focus in the following quotations: 

I find it important for me that the teachers have time to engage in my 
issues, they see me as a person. Here the relationships become more 
intimate. We get to know each other. So, a feeling of safety and se
curity evolves as a result. (S1)

I can be myself here. I can be myself while studying. The teachers 
really want to find out how we as persons are, follow our develop
ment: I have received so much support, and I am so satisfied that I 
ended up here! / … / When I first got here, I had just got my diag
nosis. Step by step I started to melt in. These warm encounters! I 
really do this for the sake of my children. When my daughter, now 
three years old reaches high school … I would have known nothing 
… What can I say? My advice to anyone who is hesitant about 
studying is try it! (S4)

For students with a migrant background, it may be hard to adapt to 
the Swedish educational system and how things work in Sweden. On the 
one hand there are the challenges connected with language, but also 
understanding the Swedish way of life: 

Here there is another language and another alphabet, and this was 
extremely hard for me. I explained to my teacher that the grammar in 
my first language is something quite different from the Swedish 
grammar. I have received help with conquering the Swedish lan
guage and the grammar. If there is a newcomer in Sweden it is 
helpful if those who know and have experience can share with those 
who need that knowledge. My teacher explained rules and regula
tions. I find it hard to understand the way Swedish people are, and I 
sometimes find it difficult to communicate with Swedish people. 
Now I better understand the Swedish society and how things work 
here. (S2)

All students bear witness of the close relationship with the teachers, 
this closeness also means that help is always available. Overall, results in 
a belief that the studies will be completed.

3.5. Impact on self-esteem and future visions

Clearly the experience from succeeding in the studies have affected 
the student self-esteem. In turn their visions of their future also have 
been affected, which the following quotations give evidence of: “Next 
fall, then I would like to apply to the university … Now that it is like 
this.” (S1). The interviewer’s follow-up question inquired about the 
student’s thoughts about what direction the future studies were inten
ded to have: 

S3: Yes, I am a bit keen to become a surveyor actually …. I think that 
would be a quite … well … But there it has changed too, I get the 
impression that you are out measuring and so on but it seems like it 
will be like … Less and less measuring and more computer work./ … 
/Break out of this situation … that you actually built up like, no 
studies, no studies, and then to take that step well okay, Why 
shouldn’t I be able to do that? I must be able to do that like everyone 
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else really. Who told me I cannot … Why has it become like this? 
Right to Support really helped. There you get motivation! (S1)

Another student claimed: 

I’m taking vocational college, because now I’m thinking that this fall 
I’m going to start English 5 and when I’m done with that I’m going to 
send in my grades that I’ve received from Sweden and from my home 
country so I’m thinking that then I can apply to vocational college, 
accounting, economics or things like that. (S3)

Altered self-perception, where low self-esteem is exchanged into 
reliance in one’s capability is given evidence of: 

I want to have upper secondary school qualifications and then I want 
to go to university and become a preschool teacher. (S4)

The interviewer continued to ask how the student’s self-confidence 
had been affected by time with Right to Support: 

You feel good when you have those grades. Deep down. You feel 
happy. I used to walk around and be ashamed, quite honestly. I was 
born in Sweden, and I have had the opportunity to study, and I have 
not taken it / … / I never talked about studies before …. Now I can sit 
and TALK about what is happening in the world. I can talk about my 
studies; I feel more confident … I know how I pursue my goals; I will 
reach them in the end. That is what makes me more confident. (S4)

Another student has concluded that she wants to become a diabetes 
nurse and claimed that “I feel that I have grown as a student at the 
same time as I am growing up.” (S6)

Earlier experiences from special education have colored the self- 
perception of the student who made the following description of his 
first encounter with Right to Support: 

In the beginning at Right to Support I was thinking … Is this some 
sort of Special School? What is this? A Special School? That was my 
first reaction. When the study counsellor talked about Right to 
Support, I imagined that this was a place for people with severe 
problems who ended up there …

Obviously, the experiences from Right to Support ended in an altered 
self-perception: 

But that was not the case. I am here and I am … well, there is really 
nothing wrong with me! (S5)

All the interviewed students had plans and visions for their future, 
visions including further education in line with the interests of the stu
dents and a conviction that the goals were possible to obtain. Not least 
all of them described an altered self-perception.

3.6. Difficulties in the implementation of right to support

A major difficulty during the implementation of the project was the 
lack of support from the school management. In addition, staff turn-over 
resulted in renewed management and occurring discussions where the 
teachers had to argue the legitimacy of their work. Moreover, the 
cooperation between the teachers in Right to Support and the external 
course providers was a substantial difficulty throughout the project. One 
of the teachers described several obstructive aspects. The course pro
viders were extremely difficult to get hold of for questions. It could take 
several days for students to get an answer. The teachers could not con
tact course providers directly, but had to go through the principal, who 
similarly was very difficult to get hold of.

Students often had difficulties to understand tasks and examination 
assignments. The learning platform also caused problems, and students 
needed assistance to comprehend and find their way in the digital 
environment. The course providers also lacked insight into the students’ 
individual problems and needs. Therefore, future-oriented feedback was 
lacking.

Over the years, the communication and cooperation between 
teachers on site and digital course providers improved, given that there 
was continuity, with course provider role remaining with the same 
person. If not, cooperation was back to square one.

3.7. Summary of results

The results are illustrated in the following figure describing how the 
given support affected how the students in the target group perceived 
themselves before and after participating in Right to Support (Fig. 1).

4. Discussion

The overarching aims for municipal adult education are compensa
tory, democratic civic preparation, personality development and labor 
market preparation as expressed in the Education Act (Skollagen, 2022, 
p. 1315). As employability and labor market preparation so strongly 
frames municipal adult education according to Andersson et al. (2023) a 
conflict arises between these aims and the compensatory intention 
described in the Education Act. The courses in the present form of out
sourced adult education are standardized and shaped from the idea of a 
normal student without compensatory needs. This divergency is further 
amplified by the fact that the curriculum (Sverige, Skolverket, 2017) is 
written for education on site, even if courses nowadays primarily are 
provided on-line. In addition, the teachers working on-line have so many 
courses and such a large number of students that individual adaptation is 
impossible. The importance of an active teacher role, the importance of 
close relations between teachers and students and the teachers’ knowl
edge about the needs and capabilities of the students, as well as the 
intent to meet the needs of the students, was also observed by the 
Swedish Schools Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen, 2019) as crucial 
characteristics of successful municipal adult education. To overcome 
this major conflict between formulations in the Education Act and 
teaching practices the role of Right to Support becomes evident as focus 
clearly emanates from the students’ needs and situation, and not from 
standardized cost-effective organization of courses with an exception
ally substantial number of students in each course (Holmqvist, 2022).

When it comes to the teachers’ actions, we observe that all actions 
were adapted to the individual students’ needs. All students were very 
aware of their shortcomings and showed signs of stigma due to experi
ences from previous studies. The objectives of Municipal Adult Educa
tion explicitly state that the education should be compensatory, 
contribute to personality development, and prepare for participation in 
society (Sverige, Skolverket, 2023). Despite this, the target group is left 
in the gap between formulations in the Education Act and practices 
where education is outsourced and procured by municipalities. The 
organization of education in the form of distance courses, where the 
cheapest provider usually gets the contract (Holmqvist, 2022), does not 
allow for individual adaptations of physical and cognitive nature as 
standardized distance courses are so general that any teacher should be 
able to carry out the course. The student’s perceptions clearly indicate 

Fig. 1. Students’ perceptions of their educational trajectories.
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that proximity to teachers is a success factor. The formulations in the 
Education Act also cover distance courses but a more traditional form of 
on-site teaching is assumed, where support for this target group is 
delivered. However, when one teacher is responsible for hundreds of 
students as in the present educational landscape with outsourced edu
cation, such supportive relations and support is not possible (Andersson 
et al., 2023; Muhrman & Andersson, 2022). The wording of the law 
(Skollagen, 2022, p. 1315) with “priority must be given to those who 
have the greatest need of education” can therefore not be effectuated.

As previous research shows dropouts of this target group is frequent, 
due to lack of support (DuPaul et al., 2017; Henning, Summerfeldt & 
James Parker, 2022; Kim & Lee, 2016). Apart from a suitable quiet 
physical environment where impressions are limited, 
hands-on-assistance significantly affected the opportunities for the stu
dents to dare to experiment with study strategies according to their 
perceptions, challenges observed in previous research (Edfeldt et al., 
2019; Hirsch, 2020). Not least learning to know one’s abilities and 
challenges proved important, as originally described by Bandura (1977)
in terms of self-efficacy, also observed in later research (Talsma et al., 
2019). The support and help with planning and organizing the studies, 
determining the time required to write and complete assignments and 
avoiding procrastination, and obtaining strategies to stay focused and be 
able to manage uncertainty were highlighted in the students’ narratives. 
According to previous research regarding ADHD and ASD the barriers 
for academic success created by for example planning and sequencing of 
assignments, understanding and deciphering assignments, select rele
vant information, lack of opportunity to demonstrate knowledge, and 
choose strategies are well documented (Anderson et al., 2018, 2019; 
DuPaul et al., 2017; Henning, Summerfeldt & James Parker, 2022; 
Jansen et al., 2017; Kim & Lee, 2016; Kwon et al., 2018; Partanen, 
2019).

All types of support described above build on a tight teacher-student 
relationship (Hirsch, 2020). Such a relationship requires that the 
teachers know and have knowledge of each student’s prerequisites and 
that teachers’ extra time can be set aside. Face-to-face meetings were 
given high priority in the narratives of the target group. In Right to 
Support, it is the municipal teachers who function as a link between the 
external educational provider and the students in such ways that support 
was provided. However, the significant function the teachers had in this 
project also indicate a weakness. Both the implementation and the 
financing were dependent on the teachers’ efforts, more or less tied to 
these individuals. If the teachers did not apply for grants, no financing 
would exist. In addition, sustainability and scalability constitute chal
lenges, as the project never was anchored in the school structure with 
support from the management levels. Even if the curriculum clearly 
states the students’ rights to support, ways of operationalization are not 
clear when marketization rules (Holmqvist, 2022).

The relationship between teachers and students affected not only the 
ability to study but also how students viewed themselves and their 
abilities. Over time the students developed self-esteem. Self-esteem and 
resilience are key concepts for academic success and development of 
self-worth for the target group (Coristine et al., 2022; Ibrahim and El 
Zaatari, 2020; Schneider & Preckel, 2017). All the interviewed students 
give evidence of personal development also in a more general sense. 
With respect to the higher liability for anxiety and depression the target 
group face, self-esteem and mental well-being are foundational aspects 
to regard when organizing education for this target group (Brännlund 
et al., 2017; Odenbring, 2019; Ragnarsson et al., 2019). Student-teacher 
relationships as in Right to Support simply are not possible to create in 
impersonalized mass education where time, physical study environment 
and face-to-face meetings can not be adapted to each student’s needs. A 
holistic view of municipal adult education is necessary (Aspelin, 2015).

To achieve inclusion across diversities and communities demands 
cooperation (Connelly & Hausstätter, 2019; Lindsay, 2007). A broad 
conception of inclusion is needed (Göransson & Nilholm, 2014; Nilholm 
& Göransson, 2017). Our conclusion is that the group of teachers in 

Right to Support constituted a crucial intermediary between the external 
course providers and the target group, enabling the students’ academic 
success. The target group consist of individuals who often experience 
exclusion, partly due to academic failure. With help from Right to 
Support the students experienced both academic success, personal 
growth, and development of future visions. The teachers in Right to 
Support managed to create cooperation with the external educational 
provider, thus, creating opportunities for inclusion.

The current study was limited by sample-size and the fact that only 
one type of municipality was studied where no urban areas was 
included. Large-scale statistics would contribute to the reliability of this 
research. However, the purpose of this study was not to produce 
generalizable results, but to make these overlooked students’ voices 
heard, as their voices hardy ever are heard in public. We feel it valuable 
to highlight the conditions in this municipal context, which may have 
similarities with other municipal contexts. Further research on how to 
meet the needs of the target group in question is needed, regarding how 
distance education is arranged and perceived, also at university level.

5. Conclusion

In a novel landscape for Swedish municipal adult education, using 
public procurement of external digital course providers, students with 
mental health issues and neuropsychiatric disorders are the big losers 
with very large drop-out numbers.

However, in the project Right to Support, students who received 
adapted support were found to have increased motivation, better study 
strategies, improved self-esteem and self-efficacy and awareness of the 
steps taken to inclusion in society. The students’ lived experiences were 
documented through in-depth interviews and field notes taken on site.

This paper reports on results which sum up a three-year project in a 
unit for municipal adult education in a middle-sized Swedish town. The 
project was financed and carried out by the five engaged teachers 
running the unit. The present project bears evidence of how insightful 
teachers providing adapted support, with rather simple means, may 
contribute to the creation of successful educational trajectories. Taken 
into account that these students seldom succeed in completing their 
studies, the teachers relational and didactic support proves to have great 
impact on the students’ academic success. Future directions should 
incorporate attention to relational and didactic support adapted to the 
needs of this overlooked group of students.
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Förordning om läroplan för vuxenutbildningen. (2022). Skolfs, 1315. Skolverket.
Göransson, K., & Nilholm, C. (2014). Conceptual diversities and empirical shortcomings - 

a critical analysis of research of inclusive education. European Journal of Social Needs 
education, 29(3), 265–280. https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2014.933545

Henning, C., Summerfeldt, L. J., James, D. A., & Parker, J. D. (2022). ADHD and 
academic success in university students: The important role of impaired attention. 
Journal of Attention Disorders, 26(6). https://doi.org/10.1177/10870547211036758

Hirsch, Å. (2020). Relationellt ledarskap i klassrummet – så skapas magi. Natur & Kultur. 
Holmqvist, D. (2022). Adult education at auction: On tendering-based procurement and 

valuation in Swedish municipal adult education. Diss. Linköping: Linköpings 
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forskningen? Specialpedagogiska skolmyndigheten. 

Odenbring, Y. (2019). Strong boys and supergirls? School professionals’ perceptions of 
students’ mental health and gender in secondary school. Education Inquiry, 10(3), 
258–272. https://doi.org/10.1080/20004508.2018.1558665
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