Applied Research in Quality of Life (2022) 17:2229-2250
https://doi.org/10.1007/511482-021-10028-6

®

Check for
updates

A Strengths-Based Longitudinal Career Intervention
for Junior Secondary School Students with Special
Educational Needs: a Mixed-method Evaluation

Mantak Yuen'® . Jiahong Zhang? - Patrick K. W. Man® - Joyce Mak? -
Y. B. Chung*- Queenie A.Y. Lee' - Annie K. C. Chan' - Ada So' - Ryder T. H. Chan’

Received: 27 July 2021 / Accepted: 14 December 2021/ Published online: 7 January 2022
© The International Society for Quality-of-Life Studies (ISQOLS) and Springer Nature B.V. 2022

Abstract

The mixed-method study reported here was designed to evaluate a strengths-based
career intervention program for secondary school students with mild special educa-
tional needs (SEN). A sample of 32 SEN students (19 boys: 13 girls) from 5 inclu-
sive schools in Hong Kong were recruited to a treatment group. An additional 32
SEN students (19 boys: 13 girls) were selected to form the control group matched
for age, gender and parents’ education level. The special needs exhibited by both
groups were in areas of literacy and numeracy, attention deficits, and social-emo-
tional problems, but did not include severe or complex disabilities. Participants in
both groups responded to pre- and post-intervention questionnaires covering career
development self-efficacy, personal and social development self-efficacy, and mean-
ing in life. As a follow-up, two teachers and three social workers providing support
to SEN students, and the 32 participants were interviewed several months after the
intervention. Interviews also took place with teachers, social workers and students
to evaluate the perceived effects of the intervention. Findings indicated significant
interactions between Time 1 and Time 2, and between groups (control vs. treatment)
in personal goal-setting, career goal-setting, and the presence of meaning in life.
Additionally, several themes were identified from the interviews suggesting that the
intervention did have positive effects on SEN students’ career, personal and social
development self-efficacy, and acquisition of meaning in life.
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Background

The capabilities required for social development, career planning and personal
growth are often termed °‘life skills’, and these skills need to be addressed in
comprehensive guidance and counseling programs for adolescents (Gysbers &
Henderson, 2014; Hong Kong Education Commission, 2002; Yuen et al., 2010).
Development of these capacities is of particular importance for students with spe-
cial educational needs (SEN) because life skills are closely related to independent
functioning and to academic and career outcomes (Yuen et al., 2010). It is for
this reason that special schools for senior students with intellectual disability, for
example, have always placed life skills development as a very high priority in
the curriculum. It is important that this focus should not be missing when stu-
dents with special needs are placed in inclusive mainstream schools. One way
of addressing this issue is to provide a strengths-based program in mainstream
schools that addresses life skills development and builds students’ self-confidence
and self-efficacy to pursue a career path.

SEN students in secondary schools need particular support if their later tran-
sition to employment is to be successful. Studies over many years have found
that the dropout rate and unemployment statistics are often high in this popula-
tion (Johnson & Rusch, 1993; Martin et al., 2003). Students with disabilities who
drop out (early leaving) often experience negative post-school outcomes such as
lack of employment and poverty (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996; Xu et al., 2014).
Secondary school staff clearly need to decrease the dropout rate of SEN students
and enhance their post-school preparation. In particular, any interventions that
are offered should focus on strengthening students’ competencies in social devel-
opment, career planning and personal growth.

Schools that are providing effective support for SEN students usually include
counseling and guidance service, regular assessment, mentoring, and portfolio
development. Support personnel involved in these services provide targeted activ-
ities for students’ life skill development — such as sessions to enhance students’
self-understanding, self-determination, and employability. The latter domain may
involve providing the students with current labor market information, workplace
experience, and preparation for successful transitions to employment — or for a
few students, preparation for further education (Brown & Trusty, 2005; Cobia &
Henderson, 2003; Drier, 2000). A recent meta-analytic study found that counselor
support in these areas appears to be a critical ingredient in career-choice interven-
tion (Whiston et al., 2017).

An important factor that may impact students’ life skills development and
mental wellbeing is whether or not they have found purpose and ‘meaning in
life’. For example, Lin and Shek (2019) reported that meaning in life in Grade 7
predicted heightened well-being and decreased risk behavior at Grade 12. In the
same domain, To (2016) found that students’ meaning in life may be developed
alongside enhancing their life skills, possibly through constructing a sense of self
and identifying purpose in life. As a means of achieving this goal, studies have
suggested that meaning in life and career life skills may be enhanced by targeted
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school guidance activities (To, 2016; Yuen et al., 2020). Research on meaning in
life in students with SEN in general is limited. One qualitative study that is rel-
evant here is that of Sedgwick et al. (2019) conducted with students with ADHD.
They found that these students display innate curiosity that encourages them
to explore possibilities and seek meaning in their life. To date, there has been
no evaluation of the effectiveness of intervention programs that aim to enhance
meaning in life for students with other types of special need in a Chinese setting.

Hong Kong Schools

Hong Kong has been implementing an inclusive education policy under a “Whole
School Participation Model’ (Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2018, 2019). This pol-
icy has resulted in more students with special needs and disabilities being placed in
mainstream secondary schools. Their special needs may be associated with visual
impairment, hearing impairment, physical disability, intellectual disability, general
learning difficulties, specific learning disability in reading and writing (dyslexia),
and autistic spectrum disorder. According to the Disability Discrimination Ordi-
nance (Hong Kong Education Bureau, 1996) and the Code of Practice on Education
(Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2001), students with disabilities have the right to be
educated in mainstream schools unless their degree of disability makes this impos-
sible. For those students with complex needs, Hong Kong still maintains special
schools, catering for some 4,202 secondary school students with severe disabilities
in 2018 (Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2018).

While inclusion has brought many advantages to SEN students in mainstream
schools, teachers have not found it easy to address the difficulties these students
often face. In particular, there is a danger that the extra attention SEN students
always require to develop their personal goals and plan a career path is overlooked
(Cheung, 2017). Moreover, Hong Kong mainstream schools with their highly aca-
demic focus, tend to give insufficient attention to developing life skills in their
students (Shek et al., 2020). An additional problem is that the potentially stigma-
tising label of ‘SEN’ often makes teachers, parents, peers—and even students them-
selves—focus on probable deficits rather than on the student’s strengths and poten-
tial (Lerner & Steinberg, 2009).

One approach to these problems is to adopt the principles of an intervention titled
Positive Youth Development (PYD). PYD emphasizes the strengths of adolescents,
their developmental plasticity, their internal assets such as psychosocial competence,
and their external assets such as relationship with parents (Shek et al., 2019 Previ-
ous research in Hong Kong suggests that when students set themselves career goals,
this also contributes significantly to developing a meaningful life (Man, 2018; Yuen
et al., 2020). As an important step towards this goal setting, students with SEN need
to gain a better understanding of their own strengths and take these into account
when planning their possible career path (Yuen, 2017).

Drawing on the principles of PYD, the current study developed and implemented
a strengths-based career intervention model that targeted life skills and mean-
ing in life for secondary SEN students in mainstream schools. All strengths-based
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interventions emphasize empowering students to locate, develop and mobilize their
internal strengths in pursing their goals, and are particularly recommended for work-
ing with vulnerable populations (Damon & Gregory, 2003).

The Study

Previous research has found that group counseling to enhance career, personal and
social development of secondary students can be effective (Falco & Summers, 2019;
Maree & Symington, 2015; Santilli et al., 2019), but few if any of these career inter-
ventions have been conducted with SEN students in secondary school. For this rea-
son, the purpose of the study reported here was to develop and implement a long-
term strengths-based career intervention for junior secondary students with special
educational needs that targeted their planning of a career path.

The “SUN Life” Navigation Project

The intervention model was given the title “SUN Life” Navigation Project, and is
designed for junior secondary school students who have been formally assessed as
having special educational needs and also have a history of absenteeism and low
motivation. The key principles are represented by the letters SUN in the title: S
— strength-based orientation; U — uniqueness; N — new perspective (Man, 2018). The
underpinning belief is that every student with special educational needs is unique
and has potential that can be explored and developed.

According to the learning characteristics of SEN students, the project was
designed as a long-term (one-and-a-half-year) school-based and strengths-based
project to be conducted by social workers. The project included a wide array of
activities that covered individual guidance interviews, group activities, career vis-
its, and work experience. By providing junior secondary school SEN students with
these school-based activities, tailored to their interests and abilities, it is possible
to enhance their self-efficacy in setting personal learning goals for future studies or
employment, and thus broadening their potential paths after graduation (Man, 2018).

Theoretical Foundation of the Intervention

The principles underpinning this intervention were derived from the self-efficacy
theories of Bandura (1977) and Lent et al. (1994), as well as PYD (Shek et al.,
2019). Self-efficacy theories promote the principle that self-efficacy (people’s judg-
ment of their capabilities to execute courses of action) is among the most essen-
tial determinants of thoughts and action. Unlike self-esteem (which refers to gen-
eral feelings of self-worth), self-efficacy is viewed as a set of self-beliefs that are
related to specific performance domains and activities (Brown & Lent, 2017; Lent
& Fouad, 2011). According to Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT: Lent et al.,
1994), self-efficacy can affect outcome expectations; and self-efficacy and outcome
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expectations together influence a person’s career interests and the effort they expend
in pursuing personal goals for career and academic activities. Brown and Lent
(2017) have pointed out that personal factors (such as disability or heath status) and
contextual factors (such as support from teachers and social workers) may influence
self-efficacy development and career-related choice behavior. It is surprising to find
that to date no intervention programs based on SCCT have been implemented and
evaluated for junior secondary school students in Chinese communities.

Early support for developing career-related self-efficacy is especially important
for students with SEN, as often they have a weak understanding of their own capaci-
ties and limited exposure to the world of work (Lent & Fouad, 2011). Their personal
career goals are likely to be undeveloped (or unrealistic) and their career-related
aspirations may be ‘somewhat stereotypical, narrow, and fluid’ (Lent & Fouad,
2011, p.134).

In applying the principles of SCCT, the team involved in this project worked with
students to help them set up personally meaningful career-related goals. This sup-
port was provided through group classes, workshops, and individual tutoring. Goal-
related training including visits to various workplaces, short-term placements in
work settings, supplemented by workshops and day camps that helped them gain
new perspectives on themselves (abilities and interests) and consider possible career
paths. The training provided opportunities to increase students’ self-efficacy through
performance accomplishments, vicarious learning, modelling and feedback, and ver-
bal persuasion(Man, 2018; Yuen et al., 2020). Lastly, training was provided for par-
ents, to enable them to better verbally support and encourage their children in their
career planning and development. Underpinning all these activities and experiences
was the belief that goal-setting and an increase in self-efficacy would also give the
students a purpose and meaning in life.

The students were motivated to engage in active exploration of their own
strengths under the support and feedback of the team, and from parents.. Students
were also encouraged to select and participate in a learning program related to their
future career interest and personal goals.

This study contributes to the field of career guidance by implementing and evalu-
ating the applicability and effectiveness of an intervention specifically designed for
secondary school students with special educational needs (and their parents). The
effects of the program on the parents were reported in Chung and Yuen (2020).
The study applied principles of SCCT and PYD, and used a case-controlled pre-
post intervention assessment design. The approach has a focus on enhancement of
the students’ life skills self-efficacy and meaning in life. Unlike previous short-term
interventions, this was a long-term program.

Method
Structure of the Intervention Model

The model was developed and refined through ongoing dialogue among members
of the implementation team in school and the research team. The design also drew
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upon relevant international and local literature. Table 1 provides detailed informa-
tion on the content of the intervention. Project features included: (a) a social worker
in-charge, who organizes, implements and follows up students and provides indi-
vidual case counseling services; (b) setting up the strength-based activities focused
on students’ life skill self-efficacy, career and personal goal setting, interests and
talents; and (c) mapping student support and growth.

The 32 SEN students in the Treatment Group were interviewed at intervals to
help staff improve the program content where necessary in Phase 3. The following
themes emerged from the i interviews: (a) students expectations matched with the
project’s objectives, leading to a positive impression; (b) students particularly appre-
ciated the interest classes and outdoor activities provided in the project; (c) students
connected more with their friends after they joined the project; (d) the project social
worker was seen to be an agent for positive change. These findings helped the team
refined the intervention model and the design of activities for meeting the educa-
tional, career and talent development needs of the SEN students.

After the intervention model was developed, a social worker conducted the ses-
sions in school by regularly organizing counseling, evaluation and guidance in the
form of group activities and individualized support. At an individual level, work
experience and social development activities were arranged to improve students’
self-efficacy in applying life skills. After completing the experiential activities, stu-
dents had an opportunity to talk with the social worker and then record their reflec-
tions and self-examination from their experiences. These recordings were entered
in a ‘career life profile.” In addition, the social worker organized opportunities for
students to experience different workplaces and further cultivate their interests and
skills.

The project social worker maintained close communication with other social
workers and SEN teachers who worked with the SEN students in the participating
schools. The school social worker and SEN teachers were invited to join student
group activities as observers, and in some cases to support the SEN students. These
personnel also participated in a professional development forum for teachers and
guidance professionals.

Students participating in the project were expected to make progress in career
planning through regular individual interviews and a variety of activities. Through
these activities they could explore and better understand their personality traits,
interests, career aspirations and abilities, and set career goals. Students were
expected to know more about the world of work, explore career-related issues, and
find real meaning in their life (Brown & Trusty, 2005; Cobia & Henderson, 2003;
Yuen et al., 2005).

Participants
Initially 32 SEN students from Grade 7 to 9 from five secondary schools in Hong
Kong were recruited into the “SUN Life” Navigation Project (19 boys: 13 girls),

forming the treatment group. An additional 32 students (19 boys: 13 girls) were
selected as the control group by matching personal particulars (age, gender and
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parents’ education level). The treatment group students had been previously identi-
fied by educational psychologists as having special needs in areas of dyslexia, atten-
tion deficit hyperactivity disorder, hearing impairment, difficulty in communication,
and emotional or behavioral maladjustment. The group did not include any student
with severe or complex disabilities. Only 29 students from the treatment group and
28 students from control group finished both pre- and post-surveys. Figure 1 illus-
trates the process of allocating the participants to groups and the assessment and fol-
low-up procedures. The mean age of participants was 14.48 (SD=1.35) at Time 1.
Chi square test and #-test showed that there were no significant differences between
the two groups in any of the relevant characteristics (p > 0.05) (Table 2).

Measures

The three instruments used in this study were presented to respondents in Chinese
language. Previous research had confirmed the validity and reliability of these trans-
lations (Yuen et al., 2005, 2006). Support was available for students with dyslexia
and/or language problems in terms of reading the words in the questionnaires and
understanding each item.

The Career Development Self-Efficacy Scale (CD-SES; Yuen et al., 2005) con-
sists of 18 items measuring students’ self-evaluation of their own competencies
related to career goal-setting (CGS), career planning (CP), and training selection
(TS), with 6 items in each category. Respondents were asked to rate their confi-
dence in completing the tasks using a 6-point Likert-type scale with 1 representing
‘extremely lacking in confidence’ to 6 representing ‘extremely confident’. Higher

Identified by educational

psychologists as having special
Enroliment needs* (student n= 345; school

n=19)
Allocated to treatment group with Time 1 Allocated to control group with Time 1
assessment completed (student n = 32; school nent completed (student n = 313;
n=>5) Allocation school n = 14)

Matched with treatment group in terms of
age, gender and parents’ education level
(student n = 32, school n = 14)

} I

Time 2 assessment completed (student n = 29; Time 2 assessment completed (student n = 28;
school n = 5) Follow—Up school n = 11)

Time 2 assessment not completed due to Time 2 assessment not completed due to
absences in schools or changing schools absences in schools or changing schools
(student n = 3) (student n = 4)

Fig. 1 Flow diagram of participants through the study
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics and group differences at time 1

Control Group Treatment Group
Gender N (%) N (%) 7
Female 19 (33%) 16 (28%) 1.44
Male 9 (16%) 13 (23%)
Key variables M M t
Career development SE 12.59 12.26 0.39
Career Goal Setting SE 4.24 3.97 0.93
Career Planning SE 4.27 4.27 0.00
Training Selection SE 4.08 4.02 0.22
Personal and social development SE 8.61 8.10 0.86
Personal goals setting SE 4.34 4.01 1.10
Understanding self SE 4.27 4.09 0.58
Meaning in life 10.40 9.86 1.12
Presence of meaning 5.06 4.70 1.22
Search for meaning 5.34 5.16 0.61

SE =self-efficacy

scores indicate greater career development self-efficacy. The instrument had proved
to have sound reliability and validity in several previous studies (Yuen et al., 2005)..
The Cronbach’s a of this scale was excellent at 0.95.

Personal and Social Development Self-Efficacy Inventories (Yuen et al., 2006) is
an instrument to evaluate secondary students’ self-efficacy (PSD-SE) in two sub-
scales: self-efficacy of understanding self (US), and self-efficacy of personal goal
setting (PGS). Each sub-scale contains 4 items together with a 6-point Likert-type
rating scale. The instruments had been used in a number of other studies with sam-
ples of secondary students from which adequate evidence for validity and internal
consistency was obtained (Yuen et al., 2006). The Cronbach’s a of this scale was
excellent at 0.93 in the study.

The Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ; Steger et al., 2006) consists of two
5-item subscales. The Presence of meaning subscale assesses the meaning in life
that the individual already has (e.g., “I have a good sense of what makes my life
meaningful”) and the Search for meaning subscale assesses individuals who have
yet to acquire their personal meaning in life (e.g., “I am searching for meaning in
my life””) on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 ‘absolutely untrue’ to 7 ‘absolutely true’.
The higher scores indicate greater perceived meaning in life. The Cronbach’s o of
the Presence and Search subscales were acceptable at 0.78 and 0.87 respectively in
the study.

Personal Data Form

Demographic information was collected (gender, grade, and parents’ education level
reported separately for mothers and for fathers). Students were also required here to
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self-assess their profile of strengths and weaknesses, and to record against a list of
possible difficulties any difficulties they experience in learning and adjustment.

Evaluation of the Intervention Project

The project was assessed with a 19-item end-of-project feedback questionnaire for
students who had been involved in the “SUN Life” Navigation Project (see sample
items in Table 5). This satisfaction survey used a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 “very much disagree” to 6 “very much agree”.

Design and Procedure

A four-phase longitudinal mixed-method quasi experiment was designed to evalu-
ate the training effect of the ‘SUN Life’ Navigation Project through comparing the
accomplishments of students who received the training to those who did not.

In the first phase, before implementing the intervention, a survey was conducted
with a group of Grade 7 to 9 students with special educational needs from 19 partic-
ipating secondary schools in Hong Kong. In total, 345 students completed the ques-
tionnaire (242 boys; 95 girls; gender data missing on 8 students). Data indicated that
the sample included 43.5% students from Grade 7, 29.3% from Grade 8 and 26.1%
from Grade 9.

Approval to conduct data gathering had been obtained from the university’s
Human Research Ethics Committee, and consent letters were obtained from students
and their parents. The special education support teacher or the school social worker
administered the survey, which was completed in about 20 min in the classroom.
The results from the survey will be reported in a later paper, and can be consid-
ered when further developing the intervention model. In the second phase, from this
large pool of potential participants, 32 students from five secondary schools were
recruited as the treatment group in the “SUN Life” Navigation Project.

An additional 32 students were selected by matching their personal particulars
(age, gender and parents’ education level) to form the control group. Absences or
other factors resulted in only 29 students from the treatment group and 28 students
from the control group finally providing both pre- and post-survey data.

Intervention activities were developed based on the research proposal. One social
worker was specifically employed for the program to coordinate and implement the
intervention. Ongoing monitoring of students’ progress and regular checks on treat-
ment fidelity were discussed in bimonthly meetings of the implementation team, the
supervisor of the team, and the university research team.

After a few months into the program, interviews were conducted with all 32 stu-
dents who had taken part in the intervention to provide information that might help
staff strengthen the program content where necessary.

In the fourth phase, evaluation of the effectiveness of the project involved a fol-
low-up survey, end-of-project feedback questionnaire, and interviews with key per-
sonnel. The intention was to gain more evidence of the effect of “SUN Life” Naviga-
tion Project from stakeholders’ perspectives. At the end of Phase 4, interviews were

@ Springer



A Strengths-Based Longitudinal Career Intervention for Junior... 2239

conducted with 2 teachers and 3 social workers who had provided support to these
students in the participating schools, as well as interviews with the students who had
participated.

Data Analysis

A mixed-method approach was used for data analyses. For the quantitative data, chi-
square test and independent samples #-test were conducted to assess whether there
were group differences (treatment vs. control) at Time 1 in demographic information
and psychological variables (PSD-SE, CD-SE, MIL).

A two-way repeated measures ANOVA was used to evaluate the effects of the
program on dependent variables (PSD-SE, CD-SE, and MIL). This form of ANOVA
is an appropriate method to examine whether there are (a) within-subject differences
across times, (b) between-subject differences across groups, and (c) the interaction
between time and group on the dependent variables.

For the qualitative interview data, thematic analysis was used. All interview data
were transcribed verbatim in Chinese. In order to understand the students’ perspec-
tives, the Generic Qualitative Study Method was applied (Merriam, 1998). Before
reading the transcripts, tentative coding labels were developed to cover issues that
the students might raise, linked to the original categories in the interview proto-
col. During analysis, recurring patterns were identified and categories were newly
formed and adjusted. The transcripts were then read several times and the original
codes modified or added to as new categories emerged from the scripts. In the analy-
sis, three stages of coding were taken to reach the final version. Themes were iden-
tified by referring to their frequency in the conversations and the significance that
students attached to that theme during the interviews (Maxwell, 2010).

Results
Quantitative Analysis

No significant differences were found between the treatment and control groups in
terms of gender (3> (1)=1.44, p>0.05), or for Time 1 subscales and total scales for
PSD-SE, CD-SE, and MIL (p > 0.05, see Table 2).

In general, significant correlations among the scores of the subscales and the total
scales of PSD-SE, CD-SE and MIL were found at Time 1 and Time 2 (Table 3).

There were significant increases from Time 1 to Time 2 in personal goal-setting
self-efficacy (PGS-SE), career goal-setting self-efficacy (CGS-SE), and presence of
meaning in life in treatment group as compared to control group (Table 4).

Satisfaction Survey

Table 5 reflects participants’ views of and reactions to the project collected in Phase
4. This process discovered that about 86% of participants agreed that “The social
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Table4 Results of two-way repeated measures analyses of covariance in dependent variables

(Neongror group — 28, Nyreatment group — 29)
Groups Time 1 Time?2 Between-subject Within-subject Interaction between
Effects (across Effects (across Times and Groups
groups) times)
F F F
CD-SE  Control 12.59 1150 043 0.44 3.51
Treatment 12.26  12.76
CGS-SE  Control 4.24 382 0.09 0.30 6.14%*
Treatment 3.97 4.23
CP-SE  Control 4.27 393 055 1.10 1.41
Treatment  4.27 4.28
TS-SE  Control 4.08 375 0.8l 0.10 3.35
Treatment  4.02 4.24
PSD-SE  Control 8.61 792 0.01 0.25 4.36*
Treatment  8.10 8.51
PGS-SE  Control 4.34 399 0.03 0.17 4.27*
Treatment  4.01 4.23
US-SE  Control 4.27 392 0.12 0.35 3.90
Treatment 4.10 4.28
MIL Control 10.40 9.63 0.01 0.48 5.28%*
Treatment 9.86  10.26
Presence Control 5.06 4.60  0.00 0.32 4.35%
Treatment  4.70 4.96
Search  Control 5.34 5.04 023 0.25 2.00

Treatment 5.16 5.30

#k p<0.001; ** p<0.0l; * p<0.05; p<0.1. CD-SE=Career development self-efficacy; CGS-
SE =Self-efficacy of career goal setting; C-PSE =self-efficacy of career planning; PGS-SE = self-efficacy
of personal goals setting; Presence =presence of meaning; PSD-SE =personal and social development
self-efficacy; Search=search for meaning; TS-SE =self-efficacy of training selection; US-SE =self-effi-
cacy of understanding self

worker responsible for the plan is willing to help and is full of enthusiasm” (Item
10); and 82.8% agreed that: “Overall, I am satisfied with this project (Item 17), and
“I am willing and interested in participating in the extended activities of this pro-
ject” (Item 15).

Qualitative Analysis

Key themes and selected quotes from interviewing 2 teachers and 3 social workers
are presented below.

(i) The intervention developed students’ self-confidence, self-understanding, and
self-determination
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“They may have no confidence before, and they often hang their heads. But
they can also share themselves in the end of project ceremony. I think they
have changed a lot.”

An interviewee also pointed out:

“I know that the career program is mainly to help students with weak academic
achievements in the school. They went to participate and explore different
areas outside of academics, so they discover their interests, broaden their hori-
zons and enhance their confidence. I feel that these aspects were achieved.”

(i) Intervention was effective because it was based on participants’ strengths

“I think this project starts from students, what they like, what they are capable
of. If he is interested in this, you will find more information for him to explore.
The key point is that they like it. Self-confidence will be built.”

One individual stated:

“The project is very positive. Students participate in different interest classes
and they start with personal strengths and weaknesses. It is important for stu-
dents to know themselves and to extend their interests.”

iii) A strong feature of the intervention is that it facilitates students in setting clear
g g
goals and then motivates them to pursue those goals
A teacher mentioned:

“Some students have found their talents and even more clearly their own direc-
tion; for me, this is important... I consider they become optimistic and posi-
tive...”

Another interviewee said:

“My students’ goals will become clear. I consider this is the benefit of this
project, because Secondary 2 to Secondary 3 students need to make clear goals
for themselves.”

At Phase 4, 29 SEN students were interviewed and key themes are summarized

below.

(i) The project helped students develop their academic, personal, social, and career
aspects. Students have benefited from goal setting, career orientation, self-con-
fidence, self-understanding, and self-determination.

A student highlighted the career information she gained from joining the project:

“Ms. M (social worker) gave me some information on the requirements of the
department I am interested in (engineering). Ms. M said that she will give me
information such as minimum entry requirements.”
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A student commented on the guidance given for selecting a course after leav-
ing school:

“This plan has strengthened my confidence in choosing subjects ... I have
got to know myself better. I understand what I need, and the future, what
can be done.”

(i) Students were driven by clearer goals and experience important changes.
A student stated:

“In the beginning, without this activity, I might have doubts about work.
Now I will focus on the work aspect. It is quite certain and very clear.”

Another student appreciated the project, saying:

“This project has brought to me changes. I have never gone out from home
before [to places of work]. It let me go out.”

Additionally, a participant mentioned:

“I know myself better than before. At least I am more confident than before.
I will take the initiative to chat with others, because sometimes you have to
ask questions. Sometimes it is about teamwork. It is necessary to communi-
cate with the partner how to do in this step.”

(iii)) The social worker played an important role in the overall plan; and students
agreed that her help had a great impact on them.

A student observed:

“She [social worker] gave me the freedom to choose whether to score a
higher score or stay at my present standard. Then she asked me, ‘Do you
want to improve?’ She helps and encourages. I set goals for myself. I try and
add more motivation to study. Setting goals together with her, I will have a
fighting heart.”

Another student mentioned:

“Because starting from the first few months, we are to meet Ms. M. alone.
She asked me if I had any difficulties. I told her, like confiding. She will
give me advice, similar to this. She may be the biggest help to me.”

The qualitative findings were consistent with the quantitative findings, namely
that the SUN Life’ Navigation Project was effective in enhancing psychosocial
outcomes of the participants. In addition, the qualitative findings suggested that
the effectiveness was due to: (a) facilitating participants to recognize and extend
their interests and strengths, (b) facilitating participants to set clear individual
goals and pursue them, and (c) social worker building a good support network
with the participants.
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Discussion

This mixed-method study enabled the providers to evaluate the effect of the
strengths-based career development intervention on the social development, career
planning and personal growth of secondary school students with special educational
needs (SEN). Findings of both quantitative survey data from students and qualitative
interview data from teacher, social workers and students indicated positive outcomes
from the intervention.

Specifically, results of the pre- and post-measurements in current study suggested
that there were significant interactions between time and group in variables of career
goal-setting self-efficacy, personal goal-setting self-efficacy and presence of mean-
ing. Specifically, scores of these variables increased from Time 1 to Time 2 in the
treatment group but decreased in the control group. The interview data from sup-
portive adults (teachers and social workers) and students further verified the quan-
titative findings, which showed that (a) the intervention helped students enhance
self-understanding, build up their self-confidence, and exhibit stronger self-determi-
nation; (b) students had made clearer goals that motivated them to work towards
achieving them; and (c) all students experience important changes.

It is common to find that students with learning disabilities have lower academic
and social self-efficacy, lower levels of hope and less investment of effort in their
academic work than students without a learning disability (Lackaye et al., 2006;
Tabassam & Grainger, 2002)—so the reported changes here should make a real dif-
ference to SEN students. For example, an increase in self-efficacy for career and per-
sonal goal-setting may enable the students to motivate themselves in pursuing better
academic performance and career outcomes (Lent, 2013). Moreover, an increase in
students’ sense of meaning in life represents better psychological and mental health
outcomes. All these endeavors may enhance students’ autonomy and self-determina-
tion, which may result in a lower dropout rate and more successful post-secondary
development of SEN students (Field et al., 2003).

These findings are consistent with the intended purposes of the Positive Youth
Development (PYD) and Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT). Under the
strengths-based orientation and emphasis on fostering meaning in life of PYD, the
current interventions facilitated students to recognize their strengths, set goals, pur-
sue meaning in life, actualize their individual developmental plasticity, and develop
their social connections (Shek et al., 2019).

The positive effects of the intervention also demonstrated the effectiveness of
PYD in the Hong Kong Chinese context (Qi et al., 2020). Meanwhile, consistent
with the predictions of SCCT, students gained new perspectives on their own abili-
ties and interests, and these could then influence their purpose in life and possible
career path choice. This outcome was achieved through various activities such as
group work, and work placements, accompanied by performance accomplishments,
vicarious learning, modelling, and verbal persuasion. Consequently, their self-effi-
cacy in personal goal-setting and career goal-setting was enhanced.

This strength-based intervention continued for 1.5 years under the charge of a
social worker, covering a series of activities such as individual guidance interviews,
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group activities, career visits and work experiences. These activities have been
proved effective for student career outcomes. For instance, previous studies reported
that a well-designed group intervention could result in significant enhancement
of students’ career adaptability (Janeiro et al., 2014; Phillips et al., 2002; Santilli
et al., 2019). Additionally, activities such as a single informative session, work-
based learning, and extracurricular activities, also led to positive career outcomes
(Denault et al., 2019; Janeiro et al., 2014). However, as previous studies mainly eval-
uated effects of these activities in mainstream school students (Denault et al., 2019;
Janeiro et al., 2014; Phillips et al., 2002; Santilli et al., 2019), this study extended
the existing data-base by providing empirical evidence of the useful activities that
bring about positive outcomes for students with special educational needs. These
activities proved to be effective approaches that can be used separately or together in
future interventions.

Students mentioned that the social worker who organized and implemented the
whole intervention had a great impact on them. These narratives confirmed previ-
ous research findings that counselors appear to be an essential ingredient in career-
choice interventions (Whiston et al., 2017). Furthermore, research has also found
that supportive adults such as teachers, friends and family members, play an impor-
tant role in helping adolescents prepare for post-high school transition (Phillips
et al., 2002). Students’ feedback in this study suggests that long-term support from
professional personnel would be helpful for SEN students’ better career planning
and personal development.

The study has had two impacts on Hong Kong government education policy..
First, the government increased the subsidy of secondary school social workers from
one social worker per school to two social workers. Second, starting from 2021, the
Hong Kong government extended career development activities from solely directed
at senior secondary school students to also include junior secondary school students.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are several limitations in this study. First, the intervention was designed for
secondary school students with several types of disabilities and special needs, not
just a specific form of disability. As different types of special need differ greatly
in the impact they have on learning and adjustment, as well as their influence on
personal, social, career and psychological outcomes, a future study could tailor the
‘SUN Life’ Navigation Project for secondary students with specific special needs.

Second, due to the COVID-19 pandemic which had emerged in Hong Kong and
elsewhere in January of 2020, it was impossible to conduct a follow-up survey to
identify long-term effects of ‘SUN Life’ Navigation Project. Future research should
seek to provide evidence of the long-term effects of the intervention program.

Third, the allocation of the participating schools into treatment group and control
group was not randomized. While the students in the control group were matched
with those in treatment group based on age, gender and parent’s education level, it
was possible that the significant results found in the current study were due to other
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factors such as the characteristics of the participants, their support from home, or
factors within the schools.

Lastly, as the current study was situated in Hong Kong Chinese students, and it
must not be assumed that the findings can generalize to other populations. Future
studies in other Asian communities are recommended to test the generalizability of
the results of the current study.

Conclusion

Despite the limitations, this study yielded positive findings on the effects of ‘SUN
Life’, indicating that it could be an effective and useful intervention in any second-
ary school for improving students’ personal, social, career and psychological devel-
opment. Data from students’ questionnaires and from the qualitative interview with
students, teachers and social workers, support a conclusion that the intervention has
particular value for students with special educational needs, and gives social work-
ers a well-defined role in supporting students’ whole-person development.
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