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Abstract:
The article points out the high complexity and multidimensionality of the hot social issue of 
poverty as well as the related unemployment, and the precariousness of people with disabilities 
in Poland. The author notes that despite the currently promoted pro-inclusion activities and 
solutions for their benefit in connection with the implementation the assumptions of the 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Poland, with insufficient support, 
these problems may multiply and aggravate the disability and special needs of these people. 
People with disabilities still too often live in conditions of poverty that have a negative 
impact on their development and functioning in all spheres or areas of social life, as well as 
in the open labour market. In the process of compensating for the shortcomings related to 
having been brought up in a poor family, education has a significant role to play. Therefore, 
the author stresses its significant importance for the process of equalizing educational 
opportunities for children, as well as for the weaknesses noticed in its space, which hinder 
this process. The author pays equal attention to the threat of these people with unemployment 
and precariousness, which often destabilize their lives and hinder inclusion in the local and 
wider community.

Keywords: poverty, precariousness, unemployment, people with disabilities, social and 
educational context of poverty.
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Introduction

The multidimensional and dynamic process of contemporary globalization cre-
ates a lot of new opportunities for all people, including those with disabilities 
and special needs, at the same time posing a lot of challenges that the latter are 
often unable to meet. Finding oneself and functioning in the new conditions of 
a globally and civilizationally changing world without the practical tools i.e. key 
competences1 and personalized support (Schalock et al., 2010; Sęk & Cieślak, 
2011) may result in poverty pushing such people to the margin of social life. 
Marginalization, social exclusion and poverty are closely related, and disability, 
like other social problems, e.g. unemployment or precariousness, is very likely 
to occur (Szarfenberg, 2006; 2016; Golinowska, 2008; 2010; Standing, 2014; 
Becker-Pestka et al., 2017). It can be assumed that the presence of disability 
multiplies this risk. This is confirmed by the data of the European Commission 
which showed that as many as 30.1% of such people (20.9% in the case of non-
-disabled people) were at risk of poverty or social exclusion, including 36.1% of 
people with a serious/severe disability (aged 16 or over), the figures were lower 
for people with a moderate degree of disability reaching 27.4%2. It should be 
stressed that in Poland poverty affects particular groups of people to a varying 
degree, but the social map of the risk of this problem in our country has not 
changed significantly for many years. There is a noticeable improvement rela-
ted to a slight reduction in the extent of extreme poverty (in 2018 – 8.0%, and 
in 2019 – 3.5%) in situations where people with a certificate of disability are 
members of the household, but no significant change was noted in the case of 
farms with at least one child under 16 with such a certificate (in 2018 – 5.7%, 
and in 2019 – 5.5%)3. As it can be assumed, the situation of many families with 
children with disabilities in the context of the changes in the labour market 
currently experienced by Polish society, caused by the announcement of the 

1 Official Journal of the European Union, Council Recommendation of May 22nd, 2018 on 
Key Competences for Lifelong Learning. Retrieved 30 July 2020 from: https://eurlex.europa.eu/
legalcontent/PL/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018H0604 ( 01) & from = EN.

2 European Commission, Brussels, Draft Joint Commission-Employment Report accompa-
nying the Communication from the Commission on the Annual Growth Survey 2019. Retrieved 
30 July 2020 from: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-
country-report-poland.pl.pdf.

3 GUS, The scope of economic poverty in Poland in 2019. Retrieved 31 July 2020 from: 
https://stat.gov.pl/obszary-tematyczne/warunki-zycia/ubiasto-pomoc-spoleczna/zasieg-ubstwa-
ekonomicznych-w-polsce-w-2019- year, 14.7.html? pdf = 1.
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state of SARS-CoV-2 epidemic from March 20, 20204, could have deteriorated 
significantly. One of the possible reasons is the job loss and a sudden reduction 
or lack of income in families burdened with additional costs of rehabilitation of 
a disabled person, which contributes to their poverty, social marginalization and 
exclusion. Another equally important issue is the actual availability and quality 
of medical, rehabilitation and support services in this particular period.

Poverty of people with disabilities, analysed in the context of the phenom-
enon of marginalization and exclusion, is associated with a situation of depriva-
tion, deprivation of needs in absolute or relative terms, but also, often with the 
withdrawal of these people and their families from participation in the social 
space, i.e. auto-marginalization and self-stigmatisation (Radziewicz-Winnicki 
& Roter, 2004; Goffman, 2005; Nyes, 2012b). When the category of poverty 
is extended, it is not limited to financial resources only, but takes into account 
other spheres of life as well, e.g. housing, education, work or health, then this 
concept is close to the concept of social exclusion. It is not synonymous with 
it, but it can be one of the factors that often coexists, especially in relation to 
people with disabilities (Mikołajczyk-Lerman, 2013).

Poverty, being an undesirable phenomenon due to its scope, intensity or na-
ture of its consequences, while being reflected and therefore critically assessed 
by at least a part of the society, is still a socially sensitive problem (Horton & 
Leslie, 1970, after: Kaźmierczak-Kałużna, 2012). Especially that the process 
of socialization of children in poverty often determines their resources and pre-
dispositions to their multiplication, i.e. the habitus (Roter, 2005; Bourdieu & 
Passeron, 2006; Karwacki, 2006; Jarosz & Kozak, 2015). Therefore, it may be 
of significant importance for their development, education and rehabilitation, 
especially when negative school-related experiences are intensified by practices 
that socially stratify students, launched in its space, de facto replicating their 
statuses (Smolińska-Theiss, 2008; 2016; Tarkowska, 2008; 2013; Mikołajczyk-
Lerman, 2013; Melosik, 2015).

Bearing in mind the above considerations, as well as the cited research 
results, it is necessary to emphasize the high complexity or multidimensional-
ity of the problem of poverty and the related unemployment and precarization 

4 Journal of Laws 2020.491, Version from: March 31, 2020 Regulation of the Minister of 
Health of 20 March 2020 on the declaration of an epidemic in the territory of the Republic of 
Poland. Pursuant to art. 46 par. 2 and 4 of the Act of 5 December 2008 on preventing and combat-
ing infections and infectious diseases in humans (Journal of Laws of 2019, items 1239 and 1495 
and of 2020). Retrieved 31 July 2020 from: https://sip.lex.pl/akty-prawne/dzu-dziennik-ustaw/
ogloszenie-na-obszarze-rzeczypospolitej-polskiej-stanu-epidemii-18972567.
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of people with disabilities in Poland that often accompany them. With insuf-
ficient support, despite the currently popularized pro-inclusion activities and 
solutions for their benefit, the disability and special needs of these people may 
be multiplied and intensified by them or because of them. Thus, despite the 
right to an inclusive education and rehabilitation system at all levels, and the 
right to work in an open, inclusive and accessible environment (with reasonable 
improvements), full participation in society is necessary, as I emphasize in this 
article, drawing attention to the fact that people with disabilities still too often 
live in conditions of poverty that have a negative impact on their development 
and social relations (cf. Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 
2006). Therefore, in the process of levelling the gaps in this area, which I shall 
also point out, education, and pre-school education in particular, has an impor-
tant role to play. It is kindergarten and the first years of primary school educa-
tion that may be decisive in the process of equalizing educational opportunities 
and social inclusion of children, and the weaknesses noticed in its space hinder 
this process. I shall pay equal attention to the problems of unemployment and 
precariousness as highly negative phenomena related to poverty and therefore 
severely experienced by this group of people and their families. I shall therefore 
analyse the proposed issues in two contexts / aspects - educational and social, 
closely related to each other in terms of conditions, course and consequences for 
the currently disseminated social and educational inclusion of children, adoles-
cents and adults with disabilities.

The first problem

Educational context of poverty – the key role of education, 
especially pre-school education, in the process of compensating 
for the deficiencies in the field of socio-cultural capital of people 
with disabilities

One of the most important and characteristic features of current poverty in 
Poland, without downplaying its negative effects on other social groups, is the 
poverty of children and adolescents, families with many children5, as well as 
a very difficult situation related to unemployment or finding employment in 
the open labour market by young adults. I shall present the issues of employ-

5 The extent of extreme poverty in 2019 in households with children aged 0–17 in the case 
of families with 2 and 3 children was as much as 11.9%, GUS, Range of economic poverty in 
Poland in 2019.
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ment (especially unemployment and precariousness) in the next thread, inclu-
ding this issue as a consequence of the poverty experienced by children in the 
family and the generally accessible school’s failure to cope with this problem. 
Meanwhile, the role of educational and care institutions (closely cooperating 
with each other) is undoubtedly a priority, both in preventing child poverty 
and mitigating its effects, as “however cruel it sounds, some are simply born 
in poverty. They grow in a sense of powerlessness and helplessness, and po-
verty is their first and natural experience. This is often the only legacy. Esca-
ping it requires extraordinary wisdom, luck and hard work. It is especially 
difficult when the bad economic situation is associated with a chronic disease 
or disability”6. The report of the Noble Gift [Szlachetna Paczka] program (one 
of the most recognizable and well-organized social projects in Poland, based 
on the work with donors and volunteers supporting poor families, in opera-
tion since 2001) states that as many as 45% of large families have at least one 
person with a disability and in one in four (26%) there is a disabled child or 
children.

Izabela Kaźmierczak-Kałużna (2016; 2019a) draws attention to these phe-
nomena, i.e. numerousness and poverty, which can be mutually correlated. The 
author, when making a list of various areas of childhood of mothers with many 
children and their children’s childhood (including those with disabilities), found 
that the narratives of the respondents most often included statements depict-
ing poor and busy childhood, dominated by permanent scarcity. An important 
feature of these statements was also the topic of child labour – excessive house-
work, the need to engage in paid work to contribute to the home budget, field 
work (sometimes at the expense of school duties) and the burden of care and 
responsibility for others, especially younger siblings. Unfortunately, the situ-
ation of children of the surveyed mothers is similar. Financial shortages and 
little interest of mothers in children’s educational careers limit their chances of 
changing their life situation. Children did not take advantage of the diverse offer 
of additional activities organized by schools or other forms of activities involv-
ing them in the children’s and local community (Kaźmierczak-Kałużna, 2016). 
Thus, the barriers to education that children and young people from families 
affected by poverty and unemployment continue to face are many and varied. 
These are not only financial difficulties, e.g. lack of funds to purchase text-

6 Szlachetna Paczka, Report on Poverty, 2018. Retrieved 8 April 2020 from: https://www.
szlachetnapaczka.pl/wpcontent/uploads/2019/10/szlachetna-paczka-raport-o-biedzie-2018-1.pdf, 
p. 8.
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books and necessary school supplies, pay for additional classes or joint trips, 
the need to earn money, housing difficulties and the related lack of own place 
to work, but also the lack of support from parents who do not have sufficient 
competences and are focused on meeting the basic needs of the family. Unfor-
tunately, these also include social and cultural barriers, e.g. underestimating 
education, environmental patterns of a career path, which leave no room for 
learning. Psychological barriers are also burdensome, e.g. low self-esteem, lack 
of self-confidence, and - in the case of children living far away from school – 
such a barrier will be tiring and time-consuming commuting de facto excluding 
them from participation in extra-curricular activities (Tarkowska, 2006; Nowak, 
2012a, 2012c).

Therefore, systemic solutions are necessary in the process of educating 
children/students with disabilities within the environment of poverty and social 
marginalization, from families with a low socio-economic status and cultural 
capital, which would take into account their specific situation already in the 
pre-school period. It is the kindergarten and the first years of primary school 
education that may be decisive in the process of equalizing educational opportu-
nities and social inclusion of these children. Meanwhile, on their way to educa-
tion, they still experience many barriers, not only economic, social and cultural, 
but also no less severe - psychological. Moreover, as Elżbieta Tarkowska et al. 
aptly noted over a decade ago, as well as Kaźmierczak-Kałużna (2016, 2019a) 
showed in her research, “education is not facilitated by the phenomenon of ‘the 
lack of childhood’ or ‘the shortened childhood’, which is so typical of poverty, 
as a result of early gainful work for the family, and sometimes also – premature 
taking responsibility for it” (Tarkowska et al., 2006, p. 30). We still know too 
little about the current problems in the school of these students, how their col-
leagues respond to them, and how teachers and other specialists involved in the 
process of including them react to them, what support they may expect, and 
what its actual availability and quality are.

The Family 500+ program implemented in 2016–2018 had a certain impact 
on the reduction of poverty in Poland (financial aid for families raising children 
in the form of a child care benefit in the amount of PLN500, currently for each 
child up to the age of 18), increased the level of financial security and satisfac-
tion of the basic needs in the least affluent households (Mendryk et al., 2020). 
Without doubt this program has reduced the area of poverty, however, as noted 
by Małgorzata Gasz (2018), within a longer time perspective, the policy of at-
tractive social benefits may adversely affect the structure of the labour market. 
It did not meet demographic expectations either as the number of births in Po-
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land has not risen significantly. Although the economic situation of many of the 
poorest families, especially those with many children, has improved, “it is dif-
ficult to predict what significance it will assume, noticeable from the Program’s 
entry into force, professional deactivation of some women, and also to what 
extent the Program will develop demanding and clientelist attitudes towards 
the state in Polish families” (Kaźmierczak-Kałużna, 2019b; Krawczyk, 2019, 
pp. 61–62).

The issues of the lack or low quality of pre-school education and stratifica-
tion practices launched within the school space in relation to children/students 
from poor families and of a low socioeconomic status have been dealt with in 
many publications so far (Kwieciński, 2002; Murawska, 2004; 2006; Tarkows-
ka, 2006; 2008; Szkudlarek, 2007; Dolata, 2008; Melosik, 2015; Śliwerski, 
2015). The indicated problems in connection with the disability or special needs 
of children may seriously hinder, and sometimes even prevent, the realization 
of educational opportunities. They are – in some way -– a contradiction of pos-
tulates and actions aimed at equalization. Meanwhile, it is pre-school and early 
school education that play a key role in the process of supplementing gaps, 
lacks or deficits in terms of sociocultural capital, knowledge and skills derived 
from the family environment. Therefore, it is of great importance for children 
from the educational risk group, including those with disabilities or with spe-
cial needs. Thus, its compensatory and therapeutic values should be appreciated 
by both decision-makers and politicians, regardless of their political pedigree 
(Janiszewska-Nieścioruk, 2012).

Pre-school education, especially early education, undertaken in Poland as 
early as at the age of 3, but also family and nursery education (up to the age of 
3), should play an important role in the socialization policy of the state. There 
are, however, some omissions in this respect: there are limitations in access, as 
well as the unequal distribution of this access in the countryside and in the city/
town areas: 93.5% and 55.2% respectively in the 2018/2019 school year. The 
pre-school education dissemination rate in the 2018/2019 school year among 
children aged 3-5 in Poland amounted to 87.3% and, as it was added, it in-
creased by 2.6% compared to the previous school year, but it differs among 
individual provinces. The lowest rates – less than 70% of children aged 3 (a to-
tal of 77.7% in 2018/2019 school year) were covered by pre-school education 
in the Warmian Masurian and the Kuyavian Pomeranian provinces, while the 
indicator of 80% was not achieved in as many as 10 provinces and only in 3 the 
80% threshold was slightly exceeded; the highest rate – 85.5% was obtained in 
Masovian. Higher rates were established in the case of pre-school education for 
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children aged 4 and 5, but also in this case 100% of children were not covered 
by this form of education7.

An equally important issue, as I have already indicated, is including chil-
dren aged under 3 in early education programs in Poland. The number of chil-
dren covered by this education grows slowly, depending on the socioeconomic 
conditions of the family and the level of parents’ education. In 2010–2017, the 
enrolment rate of children under 3 in early childhood education programs in-
creased from 9.9% to 11.6% (EU average: 34.2%)8. Despite measures taken to 
improve the availability of institutional pre-school care for children, serious 
problems were encountered in as many as 14 out of 30 communes audited by 
the Supreme Audit Office. As established, the number of applications for the 
admission of children exceeded the number of places available by an average 
of 30–60%. Almost 1/3 of children did not get into the selected kindergarten, 
and nearly all of them were three- and four-year-olds. At the same time, most 
parents were not fully satisfied with the equipment of the kindergartens, the 
scope of the care they provided, and the lack of possibility to attend them during 
holidays. What is equally important, a large group of parents (16%) indicated 
that kindergartens did not provide adequate conditions for children with specific 
health needs, related mainly to allergies and chronic diseases9.

The situation depicted obliges us to take quick and effective actions to 
popularize and improve the quality of preschool education for children with 
disabilities and special needs, especially those from families with low socio-
economic and cultural status. Undoubtedly, it will not be an easy task to fulfil, 
especially in the current situation – material-, financial- and social-wise. Still, 
increasing institutional care for young children, already up to the age of 3, is 
not only a condition for equalizing their educational opportunities, but as it 
becomes the basic tool of family policy, it can make it easier for their parents/
guardians to combine family and professional responsibilities. It may also con-
tribute to the improvement of the situation of women on the labour market, 

7 Education and upbringing in the 2018/2019 school year, GUS, Statistical Office in Gdansk, 
Retrieved 8 April 2020 from: oswiata_i_wychowanie_w_roku_szkolnym_2018_2019_korek-
ta_12-02-2020.pdf.

8 Monitor Kształcenia i Szkolenia 2019, Poland. Retrieved 8 April 2020 from: https://
ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/document-library-docs/et-monitor-report-2019-po-
land_pl.pdf.

9 Places in a kindergarten not for everyone, NIK on the provision of pre-school care by 
municipalities 2019. Retrieved 4 April 2020 from: https://www.nik.gov.pl/aktualnosci/miejsce-w-
przedszkolu-nie-dla-wszystkich.html.



221

Zdzisława Janiszewska-Nieścioruk Social and Educational Context of the Poverty of People

increase in their employment and the expected fertility rate (Kotowska, 2007; 
Janiszewska-Nieścioruk, 2012). Good quality, early and financially accessible 
care and educational services – varied in their organizational, curricular and 
support scopes – can be an effective way to reduce inequalities between chil-
dren. The mere kindergarten attendance of children aged of 3–4, as shown in 
the research more than a decade ago by Barbara Murawska (2004; 2006), was 
one of the important criteria for their allocation to a specific school group/class. 
Children’s participation in pre-school education was associated with a higher 
level of school skills, but also with the socioeconomic status of their families. 
The quality of education offered to children in a given pre-school and then 
school form largely depended on their socially significant characteristics, such 
as the place of residence, education and material status of their parents. Equally 
important was the involvement and willingness of parents to support their child 
in the educational process and, if necessary or advisable, in the often lengthy 
rehabilitation process. Thus, children who are not enrolled in pre-school educa-
tion or are included in it too late, come from families with low socio-cultural 
capital and suffer from disabilities not getting an opportunity to fill the gaps 
early through stimulation, multi-specialist diagnosis and correction of possible 
deficits, flaws and other irregularities that hinder later learning and contacts 
with peers. The introduction of basic and systemic solutions in this respect, 
favouring the inclusion of children from poor families and those with low SES 
in the public school space will create real conditions for ending the severely 
experienced cultural, social and economic deprivation (Tarkowska et al., 2006; 
Tarkowska, 2008; Janiszewska-Nieścioruk, 2012). They will, at the same time, 
alleviate their social stratification, strengthen self-esteem and enable the crea-
tion of their own self.

Therefore, full availability of pre-school education (including nursery 
schools) is expected, regardless of the place of residence and parents’ resources, 
counteracting the practices of social segregation in schools as a consequence of 
deficits or deficiencies in the family environment, and appreciating the native 
education system as a tool of the pro-development policy of the state and the 
region (Śliwerski, 2008; 2015). The existing, too often ad hoc measures and 
solutions in Polish education should be replaced with long-term approaches, 
and they should be considered primarily in terms of investments, not costs. 
It is also necessary to make kindergartens/schools independent and devoid of 
bureaucracy, as well as delegate the supervision to those who cooperate with 
each other, use these institutions and work in them – teachers and other special-
ists, pupils and their parents, as well as local entities with varying degrees of 
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involvement in the process of their support and social inclusion. With such an 
approach, a kindergarten or school is not an isolated entity in the local environ-
ment, but includes pupils, and at the same time becomes an institution in the life 
of the local community – it opens up to the social environment and the social 
bonds existing in it (Senge, 2012).

The second problem

The social context of poverty – people with disabilities as “loose” 
people; too often outside the labour market or in the precarious 
trap

The “looseness” of people with disabilities signalled in the subtitle is to be 
understood metaphorically and associated primarily with the consequences of 
socioeconomic and civilizational transformations often severely experienced by 
them, especially with the irregularity of professional work, short duration of 
employment, unemployment and precariousness, as well as with a sense of tem-
porariness, addiction to others, and even social marginalization (Poniat, 2013; 
Szarfenberg, 2016; Pałęcka & Płucienniczak, 2017).

As shown by the latest results of the Labour Force Survey and Unem-
ployment10 registered in the second quarter of 2020 (of August 25th, 2020), the 
changes in the labour market in Poland were significantly influenced by the situ-
ation related to the pandemic – restrictions in movement, the need to maintain 
social distance, as well as difficulties in the operation of many companies and 
branches of the economy. The data show that there was an increase in the num-
ber of unemployed and inactive people aged 15 and over, the indicator reached 
the value of 44.5%. Unfortunately, as many as 58.8 thousand people with disa-
bilities were registered as unemployed, and among the economically inactive at 
working age, people with disabilities and the ill also accounted for a significant 
group of 23.4%. However, it should be emphasized that in the recent years, the 
disproportion between employees with disabilities registered in the Subsidy and 
Reimbursement Service System (SODiR) of the State Fund for Rehabilitation 
of Disabled Persons (PFRON) from the open and protected labour market has 

10 GUS, Information on the labour market in the second quarter of 2020. (preliminary data). 
Part I. Results of the Labour Force Survey and Registered Unemployment in Q2 2020. Retrieved 
29 August 2020 from: https://stat.gov.pl/obszary-tematyczne/rynek-pracy/pracujacy-bezrobotni-
bierni-zawodowo-wg-bael/informacja-about-labor-market-in-the-second-quarter-2020-data-pre-
liminary,12,42.html.
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been clearly diminished. The share of employees from the open labour market 
in relation to the total number of employees with disabilities was higher than the 
share of employees from the protected market11. Taking into account the degree 
of disability, there is a noticeable greater problem with employing people with 
a mild disability, which indicates the difficulties of these people in finding a job 
on the open market. The data quoted indicate the still unfavourable situation 
of people with disabilities on the labour market, too often related to the lack 
of it or their inactivity. At the same time, among the registered unemployed, 
the largest group were people with a slight degree of disability, who, due to the 
smallest limitations in functioning, should find employment more often. One 
of the reasons for this may be the lack of subsidies for employers employing 
such workers, but also underestimating competences and negative attitudes to-
wards these people. Meanwhile, this form of life activity makes it possible to 
meet the need of belonging and acceptance in the situation of performing joint 
work, inspires to take up new challenges and improve competences (lifelong 
learning). It is of great importance for creating one’s own lifestyle, taking into 
account personalized forms of support only when it is necessary and expected 
(Brzezińska et al., 2008b).

Work, employment, and thus – expanding the area of independence and 
self-determination, is undoubtedly of particular importance to people with intel-
lectual disabilities. By promoting the normalization of life and social inclusion, 
it inspires the process of their self-rehabilitation (Kosakowski, 2009; Krause 
et al., 2010; Żółkowska, 2004; 2011). Therefore, it is advisable to profession-
ally activate people with varying degrees of disability already at the stage of 
education, and especially to make the process of their training or retraining 
in adulthood more flexible after completing formal education (Wolny, 2020). 
Therefore, it is important that the process of the transition of people with dis-
abilities, including those with intellectual disabilities, from education to the la-
bour market takes into account their individual needs, strengths and weaknesses 
and, which is equally important, their interest. Actions are needed to raise the 
level of school achievements and improve the adaptive functioning of those 
people, which increase the effectiveness of their employment and social inclu-
sion (Karwacki, 2010; Otrębski, 2019).

For people experiencing various limitations due to disability, as aptly noted 
by Anna Brzezińska et al. (2008b, p. 129), “the very possibility of performing 

11 Office of the Government Plenipotentiary for People with Disabilities, Labour Market. Re-
trieved 30 August 2020 from: http://niepelnbezpieczni.gov.pl/index.php?c=page&id=80&print=1.
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work is, not only in their opinion, a specific ‘proof’ that they are the same as 
other people their age and have similar needs and the same rights that they do 
not fall outside the boundaries of society, which reduces the risk of their mar-
ginalization in society due to disability.” However, such beliefs of these people, 
especially those with moderate and severe disabilities, may sometimes result 
in them undertaking work below formal qualifications, actual resources, plans 
and aspirations. The very possibility of doing it is highly appreciated by them, 
as it gives them a chance to experience contacts with others and failures similar 
to those of their able-bodied collaborators (Brzezińska et al., 2008a; 2008b). 
Therefore, it is worth bearing in mind, as in the conclusion of the research and 
analyses carried out by Brzezińska et al. (2008b), that in the projects of profes-
sional activation of people with disabilities, taking up and maintaining a job is 
not only another type of activity in adulthood, but above all a developmental 
task important in this period. Performing work requires coping with difficult 
situations, it also demands constant adaptation to changing conditions, thus 
stimulating development. The post-research indications of the author present-
ing the negative effects of excessive support for people with disabilities by the 
family and the institutions established for this should still be considered very 
topical. It can be a significant risk factor, as it results in the stagnation of the 
development process of these people – it can take away the sense of subjectiv-
ity and objectify, perpetuate helplessness, shape a demanding attitude towards 
loved ones, in the school and local environment, as well as in the work environ-
ment. Thus, effective help which leads to solving problems is primarily aimed 
at using own resources of people with disabilities and the resources of their 
immediate environment. It is then a pro-development, long-term and future-
oriented aid. The priority is therefore own activity of people with disabilities 
supported in necessary and indispensable situations, always adequately to the 
needs and possibilities. Such highly personalized support also makes these peo-
ple its contributors, and not just its recipients: dependent on others (Brzezińska 
et al., 2008b; Schalock et al., 2010). At the same time, the scope of professional 
and social competences of people with disabilities, necessary to function on 
the open labour market, as well as their active attitude to the current life situ-
ation should be developed through a diverse, accessible and high-quality offer 
of training, workshops and courses as part of lifelong learning. The inability to 
take advantage of such an offer may result in the lack of appropriate qualifica-
tions and increase the risk of unemployment, it also has an impact on the time 
of looking for a job or taking up employment below competences and not guar-
anteeing a salary giving a chance for independent existence (Miklewska, 2014). 
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People with disabilities can fall into the trap of precariousness and related pov-
erty, but they can also join the group of NEETs (not in employment, education 
or training) – people who are not in education, are not working and are not 
in training, and therefore often stay permanently outside the labor and educa-
tion market, too often dependent on their family and socially marginalized. The 
NEET group is not homogeneous, but there are people, most often aged 15-29, 
with disabilities or ill (6.8% – illness, disability – not seeking work due to ill-
ness or disability; includes those who need more social support because they 
cannot do paid work), who, without learning, do not develop, supplement or 
enrich their professional and social competences necessary to perform work and 
independent life. It is thus necessary to take actions aimed at effective elimina-
tion or even reduction of the risk of social exclusion of these people12. They are 
especially expected in the case of people with intellectual disabilities, as the risk 
of including them in the NEET group, compared to other groups, increases up to 
40% (Krause, 2016; Janiszewska-Nieścioruk & Nieścioruk, 2019).

People with disabilities may also fall into the trap of precariousness, which 
is closely related to the aforementioned problem of unemployment. Unemploy-
ment is, in a way, a part of life in the precariat (Standing, 2014). Currently pro-
moted as an advantage, flexibility of work is more and more often associated 
with the dissemination of its temporary forms, e.g. related to the implementa-
tion of a specific project, which reduce the employer’s costs, but result in lower 
wages, limitation or liquidation of employee rights, and lack of continuity of 
employment. Such a situation leads to the use of temporary forms of work and 
at the same time increases the demand for them. It may also be associated with 
an increasing burden of duties, the aforementioned work below qualifications, 
the lack of opportunities for professional development, and periodic reduction 
of already low wages under the pretence of economic hardships. Uncertainty 
of the workplace and the fear of losing it facilitate the control and management 
of employees, forcing them to make concessions, and they often (themselves) 
commend employees in relations with the employer or intermediaries. And the 
progressive, especially in the current epidemic situation, development of re-
mote work contributes to the fragmentation of employee groups and leads to 
their increasing isolation. The consequences of wage flexibility, which are low, 
more diversified and less predictable, may be equally severe, which in the event 

12 NEETs Young people not in employment, education or training: Characteristics, costs and 
policy responses in Europe, European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions, Luxembourg 2012; Exploring the diversity of NEETs, European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, Luxembourg 2016.
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of illness or disability deepens the economic uncertainty of many families, es-
pecially when they simultaneously have to struggle with the hostile complexi-
ties of the social benefits system (Sowa, 2010; Standing, 2014; Urbański, 2014).

In the context of the problems presented – the lack of certainty, stability and 
permanence in life and work, the impossibility of foreseeing the future, as well as 
the sense of threat caused by the ongoing epidemic, destabilizing the economic 
situation of many people in Poland – the life choices of people with disabili-
ties may be limited to precarious possibilities. Such a situation becomes highly 
burdensome and therefore multiplies their disability. And although for a certain 
group of people a flexible way of working and lifestyle offers a sense of subjec-
tivity, meeting their expectations and often high competences, for many people 
with disabilities it may mean a lack of material security, poverty and a constant 
threat of social exclusion. The problem is exacerbated by the fact that these people 
are constantly experiencing biologising their disability – excessive focusing on 
their physical, intellectual and psychological deficiencies instead of opportunities 
or resources (Standing, 2014; Twardowski, 2019; Niedbalski, 2019). Persistent 
qualification of people with disabilities to specific groups, which boils down to 
the gradation of their dysfunction instead of establishing the scope of the expected 
and necessary support, makes it difficult for them to establish social relations, 
develop self-determination and live independent lives.

Final reflections

Globalization and the associated clear economization of life intensify the po-
larization and social stratification of contemporary societies, more and more 
effectively “removing” their collective agency. These processes, as highly de-
structive, are also experienced in Poland, penetrating various spheres and areas 
of social and professional life as well as education to a different extent, reve-
aling still unresolved problems of integration and inclusion of people with disa-
bilities. Escalating inequalities among people caused by inadequate distribution 
of financial resources, limitations in the possibility of benefiting from civiliza-
tion’s goods and using a diversified and personalized offer of support too often 
pushes these people into the trap of precarity, unemployment and poverty. Pre-
-school education that does not meet their expectations and needs, and is often 
low-quality, which I also attempted to draw attention to, is unfortunately still 
poorly available, especially for students at an educational risk.

Moreover, being guided solely by reasons of the financial nature assumes 
minimizing the costs associated with social policy, i.e. with activities for the 
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benefit of weaker (but not “redundant” people) who, without the help of others, 
will not be able to function independently. Officially, there is often talk of a bet-
ter, more purposeful use of human resources, institutions, infrastructure, and 
de facto rather, it is about reducing the cost-consumption of such activities and 
forms of support (Żuraw, 2013).

Therefore, it should be borne in mind that the time of economic and social 
transformation, as well as new challenges and previously unknown problems 
related to the SARS-CoV-2 epidemic makes it necessary to adapt to new living 
conditions, which creative and personality-strong individuals will be able to 
cope with faster, and those with disabilities, coming from families with a low 
socioeconomic status, often remaining outside the labour market or threatened 
with precariousness and poverty, will not be able to deal with them without 
properly distributed support. Support that is not addictive, but activates these 
people in its process. Therefore, the indicated issues, as highly current and con-
stituting the social and educational context of poverty of people with disabilities, 
require, in my opinion, depoliticizing, deinstitutionalising and de-hierarchizing 
the existing strategies and activities in this area in order to seek effective solu-
tions, primarily at the community or local level. It seems that by using the forces 
inherent in the immediate environment of life, education and work of people 
with disabilities, assuming the cooperation of all entities involved to a varying 
degree in the process of their support and rehabilitation, it will be possible to 
create the conditions desired for the development of the key competences of 
these people. These competences, being a combination of knowledge, skills and 
attitudes, are currently necessary for them to fulfil themselves, co-decide about 
themselves and others, active citizenship, social integration and inclusion, as 
well as to exist and remain in the open labour market. Eliminating or even re-
ducing the extent of poverty, often resulting in the marginalization and social 
exclusion of people with disabilities, should be perceived in terms of civic re-
sponsibility and democratization of the life of Polish society.
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