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Abstract: This article examines how teachers and adult migrant students view 

integration in the context of Finnish vocational education. Integration is understood as a 

complex and two-way process in which finding a place and a feeling of being socially 

bonded happens through participation, acquiring new skills, negotiation and 

involvement of both migrants and natives. Our research questions are: 1) What kinds of 

meanings do teachers and adult migrant students give to integration in the VET context? 

2) Under what conditions can a sense of belonging emerge or be experienced by adult 

migrant students?  

The qualitative data, 25 interviews with VET teachers and adult migrant students, 

were analyzed using thematic analysis. According to the results, integration is 

understood as participation in the formal and informal spaces of daily life such as VET 

education, working life and hobbies. Integration can be promoted by supporting 

participation and a subjective feeling of belonging.  
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1 Introduction 

In this article, we explore teachers’ and adult migrants’ views and experiences of 

integration in the context of Finnish vocational education and training (VET). The focus 

of the article is on vocational education as a site for supporting the learning and 

integration of adult migrants. Our research questions are: 1) What kinds of meanings do 

teachers and adult migrant students give to integration in the VET context? 2) Under 

what conditions can a sense of belonging emerge or be experienced by adult migrant 

students? 

When a person arrives in a new country, they are expected to acquire a place in 

the new society, in both the national and local communities, culturally, socially and 

physically. This process of acquiring a place can be considered to be integration, 

although what this means in practice is the subject of debate (Saharso, 2019; Ager & 

Strang, 2008). Officially, integration is considered a two-way process that requires 

mutual involvement, learning, adjustment and negotiation of positions and 

responsibilities, and leads to changes on the parts of both migrants and natives (Morrice, 

2017; Komisarof, 2009; Leong, 2014). Modood (2011) argues that migrants seek to 

become equal members of the host society or community and thereby gain a feeling of 
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independence, equality and real bonding to the new society (see also e.g., Penninx & 

Mascareňas, 2016). Previous studies show that this involves unequal power 

relationships, and usually more changes are expected on the side of migrants (Berry, 

2001; Kalonaityte, 2010). In addition to the personal, integration also has a policy 

dimension. Policies, as Penninx & Mascareňas (2016) argues, tend to represent 

society’s expectations and demands rather than being based on participation, negotiation 

and agreement with immigrant groups. The aim of the official Finnish Integration 

Program is to ensure that those who have a residence permit in Finland get access to 

normal accommodation, education and training as soon as possible, and subsequently to 

the Finnish labour market (Government of Finland, 2016; Saukkonen, 2016).  

Finland has been a destination for increasing numbers of migrants since the late 

1980s (Statistics Finland, 2016). In comparison with other European countries, 

Finland’s migrant population is still rather small, comprising 258,000 people (4.7% of 

the population) in 2018. In that same year, almost 400 000 people living in Finland had 

a mother tongue other than Finnish or Swedish (Finland’s national languages) or Samì 

(an officially recognized minority language) (Statistics Finland, 2019). Migrants in 

Finland come from 180 countries, with the largest groups coming from Estonia, Russia 

and Iraq. In 2018 the three most spoken languages of citizens with a migrant 

background were Russian, Estonian and Arabic (Statistics Finland, 2019).  The number 

of migrants in Finnish educational institutions, including VET, has grown steadily. 

Between 2010 and 2018, the percentage of foreign language speakers in Finnish VET 

grew from 4.6% to 11.4%. In response to these trends, and partly too because of the 

wave of refugees coming to Europe and Finland in 2015, migrants’ access to Finnish 

VET was made easier in 2016, for example by reserving some places for migrants and 

changing the language requirements (AMKE, 2016; FNAE, 2017). Despite the 

demographic changes in the student population, educators are not yet fully prepared to 

face the complexity and multidimensionality of diversity they have brought about (e.g., 

Kärkkäinen, 2017; Teräs, 2007). Improving our understanding of integration from the 

different viewpoints of those involved in education could enable us to promote the 

integration of migrants in formal learning, particularly in VET.  

VET is considered one possible educational path for adult migrants who want to 

upgrade or gain new skills and improve their chances on the job market (Bergseng et al., 

2019). However, a number of factors may make adult migrants’ educational paths more 

difficult. The national curriculum for any level of education tends to be designed for 
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native students, so it may be difficult for students with a migrant background to adapt to 

the culturally and cognitively rooted teaching and learning practices (e.g. Lamonica et 

al., 2020). Insufficient language skills, age at migration, and a lack of both cultural and 

economic capital can also impact on educational advantage (Contini, 2013; Lamonica et 

al., 2020). Then although VET is an important arena of integration for migrants, the 

transition from VET to the labour market is not always smooth (Bergseng et al., 2019). 

The research literature therefore indicates that the relationship between education and 

integration should be considered more holistically, and more consideration should be 

given to the kind of support adult migrant students need for educational achievement 

and gaining a feeling of belonging. 

2 Theory 

2.1 Participation and a sense of belonging as mirroring the nature of integration 

This study uses the concept of integration, despite its vagueness, inadequacy, and 

politicization (eg., Grzymala-Kazlowska & Phillimore, 2018; Miera, 2012; Veikou, 

2013), to explore the phenomena and processes caused by increased migration. The use 

of the concept in this study goes beyond normative and assimilationist stances 

(Grzymala-Kazlowska & Phillimore, 2018; Phillimore, 2012) and emphasizes the two-

way nature of integration. We mean by two-way the active and mutual involvement of 

migrants and non-natives in various activities and the life-long process of learning that 

takes place in different spaces (Modood, 2011; Morrice et al., 2017).  

Fair participation leading to equal opportunities, independence and a feeling of 

being truly bonded to society is seen as one of the key issues in successful integration 

(e.g., Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2018). By fair participation we mean actual involvement in 

education, working life and social life as well as a subjective feeling of participating 

(Forsander, 2013; Ryan, 2018). Opportunities for participation outside formal settings 

also matter (Alenius, 2015). 

Meaningful participation in different areas of life followed by a subjective feeling 

of taking part in whatever is going on leads to many positive developments. Through 

participation individuals see themselves (and are perceived by others) as valuable 

members of the community (Forsander, 2013) and have the opportunity to extend and 

diversify their social networks and feel truly bonded to a certain place (Phillimore et al., 



 

5 

2018). Especially having local, in this case Finnish, friends is considered to support 

integration (Dahinden, 2013). Socio-psychological stability and security are gained by 

engagement in searching for different types of anchors, e.g., economic, material, 

cultural, and habitual (Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2018). Independence and autonomy, as 

well as a feeling of control over one’s own life, are recognized as being important to 

integration, regardless of a migrant’s gender, education, socio-economic position, 

family status (Ager & Strang, 2008; Bakker et al., 2014; Cheung & Pillimore, 2013) or 

migration status (Strang et al., 2018).  

The process of creating a sense of connection to people and places, realized as a 

feeling of attachment, embeddedness and stability in the new country, is also a sign of 

gaining a sense of belonging (Fortier, 2000; Grzymala-Moszczynska & Trabka, 2014; 

Ryan & Mulholland, 2015). Belonging refers to a subjective feeling of being safe, 

comfortable and at home, and is experienced in people’s friendliness. The sense of 

belonging is considered a basic human need, which adds to well-being (e.g., Baumeister 

& Leary, 1995) and is formed in the “process of being and becoming, belonging and 

longing to belong” as manifested by individuals themselves (Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 

202). Belonging is understood as identification with the country of residence. It is 

considered to be a result of everyday routines and practices (Anthias et al., 2013), and is 

related to having a feeling for and being familiar with the manners and customs of a 

certain social context (May, 2013). 

Definitions and the boundaries of belonging are constructed, negotiated, disputed 

and performed as an effect of social and political processes (e.g. Ager & Strang, 2008; 

May, 2013; Yuval-Davis, 2011). The issue of belonging comes to the fore when 

individuals’ welfare is disturbed and threatened (May, 2013, p. 94), for example when 

living in a new cultural and linguistic environment. The process of negotiation of the 

senses of belonging and attachment is dynamic, temporal, spatial and relational (Ryan, 

2018). This process is the result of a complex interplay of various social and 

intersectional dimensions such as ethnic and national attachments, age, gender, 

education, legal status, class, migration channels, policies, and religious and family 

background (e.g. Kaukko & Wernesjö, 2017; Yuval-Davis, 2011); it can also be related 

to everyday experiences and opportunities in the new country (Vertovec, 2007; 

Wessendorf, 2018).  

Ryan (2018) argues that desire to have a new life somewhere happens step-by-

step through “experiences of engagement with the people and places that make up their 
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social worlds” (p. 235). Thus, both integration and belonging are long-term processes 

which mostly occur imperceptibly, as they are integral to everyday life (Veikou, 2013). 

They happen as one makes sense of new experiences and new knowledge on the basis 

of one’s previous knowledge and experiences (e.g., Merriam et al., 2020). The process 

of integration also affects the native population, who must give up some earlier beliefs 

and acquire new knowledge and skills (Pitkänen, 2007).  

Some previous research shows that the lengthy nature of the process is also 

related to the ideal of a ‘good’ migrant as someone who works hard, unlearns old ways 

and shows gratitude in order to become accepted (Näre, 2013; see also Shukla, 2016). 

Migrants often try to overcome the suspicion that they lack skills and qualifications 

through education, including VET (e.g. Kärkkäinen, 2017; Simons & Masschelein, 

2008). Educators and employers may be concerned about migrants’ language skills and 

their cultural background (Ahmad, 2020; Olakivi, 2020), especially if the migrants 

come from so-called ‘Third World’ countries (Krivonos, 2019). Merriam et al. (2020) 

noted that typically the ‘ideal’ adult learner is white, middle class, quite young, and 

already working and well-educated (p.112). These views of the ‘ideal’ adult learner are 

challenged by the presence of migrants, especially those with a non-Western 

background.  

3 Methods 

3.1 Research context and participants 

The VET programmes of the study were organized according to the Finnish 

Competence Based Qualification (CBQ) system. This offers flexible recognition of 

previously acquired competences through training, work experience or being engaged in 

some other activities (FNBE, 2014). Learning and the assessment of students’ 

competences happens mostly in actual workplaces. Before taking competence-based 

exam students are required to prepare a portfolio. Personalization is a feature and 

strength of Finnish VET (FNBE, 2010). Attention is paid to individual students’ needs, 

including for those of students of migrant background (FNBE, 2010). This is usually 

realized through a Personal Study Plan designed in cooperation with the student, 

language support, and flexible language requirements (FNAE, 2017; Law on Vocational 

Education for Adults, 274/2015).  
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As this qualitative study focuses on meaning-making that is constructed in 

collaboration with the interviewees, the study has features of the constructivist approach 

(Schwandt, 2007).  The study was conducted in one of the biggest providers of adult 

vocational education in Finland. We found the participants, both teaching staff and 

students, through a contact person in the institute who was carefully informed on the 

terms of participation. We selected participants for the study through purposeful 

sampling, and the main criteria for participation were, for migrant students, arriving in 

Finland as a young adult or adult, aged over 21, and studying in a VET programme, and 

for teaching staff, having some experience of teaching migrant students. We tried to 

ensure that the sample was diverse in terms of age, gender and VET programme. The 

participants (n=30), all of whom participated voluntarily, consisted of two groups: 

migrant students (n=17) and teaching staff (n=13). The vocational programmes they 

were involved in were Social and Health Care (practical nursing), Cleaning Services, 

Hotel and Catering Services, Food Production (bakery/confectionary), Wood 

Processing, Audio-visual Communication, Business and Commerce, Safety and 

Security, and Construction. The gender ratio of the students was 13 women and 4 men, 

their ages ranged from 22 to 45 years, and they had moved to Finland either as adults 

(n=16) or as youths (n=1). Their reasons for migrating to Finland were marriage to a 

Finn (n=8), marriage to an Ingrian Finn (n=2), marriage to another person of the same 

ethnic background (n=1), following their husband who got work in Finland (n=3), 

coming as an asylum seeker or under refugee status (n=2), or having Finnish ancestry 

(n=1). The students spoke 17 languages (including Finnish) and came from Africa 

(n=3), Eastern Europe (n=5), South America (n=2) and Australia/Oceania (n=1). Most 

of the students migrated to Finland from their country of birth (n=9), but others had 

lived in one or more other countries before arriving there (n=6). Two of them had 

acquired Finnish citizenship. The length of stay in Finland ranged from 3 to 20 years. 

All the students had participated in language courses during their time in Finland, 

although there were significant differences in the type and length of courses and 

consequently in the students’ level of Finnish language proficiency. About a third of the 

students had some work experience in Finland (n=5) and a few studied in the field that 

corresponded to their education or previous work experience (n=3). Though 

participation in preparatory training is not always obligatory before undertaking the 

CBQ test, all the students had participated in this type of training in the form of school-

based preparatory training, apprenticeship training, or alongside their regular work. All 
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the migrant participants were participating in regular VET programmes designed for 

Finns.  

The teaching staff (n=13) ranged in age from 33 to 64 years. The gender ratio was 

female (n=8) to male (n=5). Teaching experience (generally and in terms of teaching 

migrants) varied from very little to 20 years. Some experience involved teaching 

migrants on integration training programmes. About half the teachers (n=7) had some 

international experience, two (n=2) had lived abroad for an extended period of time, and 

the partner of one of the teachers was a non-Finnish citizen. The teaching staff claimed 

to speak other languages with varying degrees of fluency: English (n=13), Swedish 

(n=6) and German (n=5).  

3.2 Data and data collection  

We used interviewing, including one focus group interview, as our method of data 

collection (Brinkmann, 2014; Pietilä, 2010). The interviews were semi-structured and 

focused on themes such as adult migrant students’ and VET teachers’ views on and 

experiences of migrants’ learning processes, integration, teaching this group of 

migrants, and the role of education and the VET teacher in these processes. The themes 

for the interviews were developed after initial familiarization with existing research in 

the field and finalized after pilot interviewing.  

All 13 staff members (including the director of the adult institute) were 

interviewed individually. The set of data gathered from the students (n=17) comprises 

11 individual interviews and one group interview with six female students studying 

cleaning services. In the individual interviews, knowledge was built in interaction 

between the interviewee and the researcher. During the group discussion, the researcher 

acted as a moderator and the participants were encouraged to debate and construct 

knowledge in the process of their interaction (Pietilä, 2010).  

Before the interviews, the main researcher contacted all the potential interviewees 

to provide information on the research and to explain the purpose of the interviews and 

group discussion. All interviews with the institute staff were conducted in Finnish. 

Despite being offered a choice, all the student participants also wanted to discuss in 

Finnish. This preference was respected and other languages were used only if necessary. 

The interviews lasted from 30-120 minutes and were audio-recorded (30 hours of 

recording) and transcribed (520 pages of text). In order to follow the Finnish Research 
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Council’s ethical policy on the anonymity of research participants, the participants were 

coded by a single letter and a number, teaching staff (T1-T13) and students (S1-S17). 

All the participants signed the informed consent and were informed about the possibility 

of withdrawing from the study. The multilingual and multicultural setting of the study 

was taken into account in the process of collecting, analysing and reporting the data 

according to suggestions developed by Nikander (2008), Ratsas, (2005) and Ryen 

(2002).  

3.3 Data analysis  

The data were analysed using inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The 

identified themes mirror the data on migrant students’ and teachers’ perspectives on 

integration and belonging in the Finnish VET context. Before the analysis we 

familiarized ourselves with the range of research and theoretical concepts related to the 

topic. Those parts of the data that related to integration and belonging were read, re-read 

and coded freely (inductively). The codes were grouped in potential themes, which were 

reviewed, defined and named. Finally, examples were chosen for analysis. The analysis 

concentrated on description of the patterns in each theme, but it also involved theorizing 

about the patterns, their meanings and implications in relation to the literature presented 

in the theory part. The analysis was conducted using Qualitative Data Analysis & 

Research Software (Atlas.ti). Table 1 presents an example of the steps of the analysis of 

the whole data set. 
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TABLE 1. An example of the steps of the analysis.  

Codes Sub-themes Main theme 

• Updating skills  

• Gaining new position 

• Negotiating between context and positions 

• Gaining context-specific knowledge  

• Negotiating of responsibilities  

• Negotiating one’s own learning and integration path 

(also responding to the obligation to learn) 

• Negotiating who am I and where I belong  

• Negotiating one’s own role in giving space to the 

expression of migrant identities 

Negotiation of new 

position as difficult, and 

the lifelong learning 

process  

Theme 2: 

Negotiation of 

new positions 

and meanings as 

a lifelong 

learning process 

and a condition 

for experiencing 

belonging 

• Learning as part of migrant everyday life, which 

happens in a variety of spaces  

• Constant learning of new things  

• Hard beginning  

• Learning about the working culture of a certain field  

• Extending one’s vocational knowledge  

Adjusting through the 

acquisition of new skills 

and knowledge  

• Accepting a reduction in position 

• Adjusting to Finnish ways of doing and thinking 

• Accepting that the homeland will always be a 

homeland  

• Living (in) the present  

• Taking the best from both contexts 

Acceptance  

• Being positive about others’ intentions  

• Being patient  

• Concentrating on emerging opportunities  

• Being proactive in building one’s own life in a new 

country  

• Self-confidence 

• Finding one’s own path   

• Joy of learning something new 

Positivity (as a 

condition for 

negotiating a new 

position) 

 

4 Results 

4.1 Integration as participation and finding one’s own place in the host society 

The study’s participants, both VET teachers and migrant students, perceived integration 

as finding one’s place in a new society and developing belonging through mutual 

engagement in various interactions. Participation in education and working life during 

practice periods was recognized as only one of the possible avenues to being bonded to 

Finnish society. The study participants (especially the teachers) saw being involved in 
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common activities outside the formal education context, such as hobbies, as excellent 

opportunities to diversify and extend social networks and intercultural learning for 

everyone involved in these interactions. A few teachers pointed out that people with a 

migration background show that they are active in society through such involvement. 

The teachers perceived this activity as positive and claimed that potential employers 

shared this perception. 

[…] a hobby naturally gives the opportunity to be engaged in different activities with 

people. If you don’t have a job, having some hobbies can be a good idea. Through 

hobbies you’ll get to know people and often in order to get a job, it’s necessary that 

somebody knows you. (T10) 

As was made clear in this and some other interviews, especially having Finnish 

networks and knowing a Finn was considered essential for finding a job. Participating in 

both education and in activities outside the official hours of education and working life 

was considered to create ample opportunities to gain context-relevant knowledge 

(including knowledge of the Finnish language) and was seen as a condition for gaining 

independence, autonomy and full membership of society. These aspects were further 

recognized by some teachers as a step towards creating the sense of belonging:  

[…] Integration is like you would find your place in this society. You have here your 

home, work or study place and you feel a part of this society and you know how this 

society works, what your rights are, what your obligations are, for example as a citizen 

[…] you can work and in the end you’ll find your place […] earn money, and you’ll 

become a tax payer and then eventually you’ll be integrated. And maybe at first you miss 

your home and you want to leave, but then [you think] that this is the place where you 

live now. (T12)  

Here the teacher also follows ideas of the ideal migrant who contributes to the host 

society. At the same time the teacher recognizes the importance of employment in 

creating a feeling of belonging, but without commenting on the relevance of 

employment to the migrant student’s qualifications. The teacher also recognized the 

importance of knowing about the new society. Some students, too, emphasized that 

knowing enough about the host society is linked to having the same ability to act as 

everybody else, being independent and attached to the host society. Separate interviews 

with one student (S6) and one teacher (T3) showed that ignorance of the details of 



 

12 

practical matters in Finland, like for example being unaware of the laws related to 

managing a company or property rights in Finland, created complications.  

On the other hand, though recognizing the importance of equipping migrants with 

knowledge of how to deal with officialdom in Finland, T7 expressed concern at the idea 

of limiting integration to formal settings and the transmission of such technical 

information. The teacher saw this as a threat to creating a true bond with Finnish 

society. Some students’ experiences reflected the validity of T7’s concerns. Despite 

attending courses and having context-specific knowledge, some students said they felt 

excluded and lonely, with only limited contacts with Finns outside the formal hours of 

learning and integration. A couple of teachers also noticed that their migrant students 

frequently had poor social networks and that not all migrants have the same chance of 

inclusion, as the following reflection on migrant students from non-Western 

backgrounds shows: 

 […] now we once again have to make clear whether we’re talking about Westerners or 

others. People from Western countries are usually accepted by society much more easily 

because they have pretty much the same cultural background: the Russians, Germans, 

Swedes, Americans, Brits, French, they integrate more easily. But then if we’re talking 

about someone from Burma, India, Arab countries, Africa, they’re very much outsiders 

and they aren’t accepted easily. (T7)  

This excerpt is also an example of how students are categorized and at the same time 

the generalizing and stereotyping of what kind of students they are and where they stand 

in relation to (opportunities for) integration. Othering practices and colonial thinking 

(e.g., seeing Africa as one country), and dividing the world into more privileged and 

intelligent Westerners, the ‘first World’, and less privileged and less intelligent non-

Westerners, ‘Third World’, may work here as barriers to participation and to finding 

one’s own place in society. 

Similarly, not being fluent in the language was considered a hindrance to full 

participation and a cause of many frustrations for both students and teachers. Two or 

three students had experienced that being foreign-born was quickly associated with a 

lack of language proficiency. In two cases their peers and co-workers used their poor 

proficiency in Finnish as grounds for questioning their right to belong to Finnish 

society. The interviewees, both teachers and students, recognized that every vocational 

field and workplace offers different opportunities for being engaged, having 
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conversations, exchanging ideas, learning, extending social networks and at the same 

time developing a sense of belonging.   

4.2 The negotiation of new positions, skills and meanings as a lifelong learning 

process and an expected condition for experiencing belonging 

Integration was also characterized by teachers and students as acceptance and a long 

process of negotiating new roles, positions and meanings (often in relation to others). 

According to these views, being a migrant requires acceptance of the idea that moving 

to a new country usually involves a reduction in status, and gaining equal status in the 

new country requires persistence, hard work and time. This indicates that teachers and 

migrant students themselves believed that immigrants are expected to work hard and 

show gratitude, and that one becomes accepted once one becomes the ideal “good” 

immigrant. One teacher explained the need to update skills and how long it takes to find 

a satisfactory job. Many students described their life as a long journey of learning 

Finnish, and learning both a vocation and about the specifics of Finnish working life. 

Discussions with some students showed that a good education did not always result in a 

good position in the labour market, nor in immediately finding the right integration 

path. For three students, this negotiation process and learning journey as well as the 

desire to be accepted and to belong involved trying out different training courses and 

vocations. The length of this process was also related to distrust in migrants’ skills and 

the expectation that one should be perfectly prepared for a certain vocation. As the 

following excerpt shows, it was believed that these problems could be overcome with 

learning:  

[…] there where they come from they have their own requirements concerning work 

quality and these requirements can be so different from here. Then it easily happens that 

the guy does his job for a while, then someone says that he still doesn’t know enough or 

isn’t good enough. So much time has to be invested in learning. (T10) 

Adjustment, acceptance and learning were usually perceived as obligations or 

conditions for integration and belonging. Some teachers suggested that in order to 

adjust successfully, students needed to unlearn their old ways, which prolonged the 

process of adjustment. This also meant that the expectation was that migrants in 

integration and vocational education should change, become something else, adapt, 

obey and submit to what is needed. The change was viewed as the end result of 
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participation in education and consequently integration. The dilemma they face in 

negotiating a new position is evident in this reflection:   

[…] we had an Afghan guy and he was some kind of village chief in his country of origin 

[…] he couldn’t go to such a working-class job, he couldn’t wear overalls [...] I mean he 

was keeping up his role in his country of origin, though it didn’t matter here at all […] In 

a way, immigrants have to give up something from their past. (T10) 

The aspect of unlearning something in one’s own past did not emerge in the students’ 

interviews. They considered their previous experiences as a basis for learning and 

integration. Only one teacher, in the field of construction, discussed the need for a two-

way process and mutual collaboration.  

The process of negotiation for a new position and of understanding one’s own role 

in this process was accompanied by many existential dilemmas. This was evident in 

students’ reflections on who they are, their right to be in Finland and on what terms, 

what really makes somebody a part of a new society, what is important, and if the 

feeling of becoming a part of the host society reduces the migrant’s background 

identity. For example:  

I’ve been asked many times [why I came to Finland]. If I came, for example, because of 

marriage or work, then I’d be a foreigner. My grandmother is a Finn, she speaks Finnish. 

I was only born in another country. But I don’t feel that I’m a Finn. No! But I have a right 

to be here. (S3) 

The student talked about the way her belonging was questioned by some of her Finnish 

peers, which she experienced as unfriendliness and a challenge to her process of 

developing a sense of belonging. Another student considered the best possible solution 

when negotiating between different cultures to be taking the best from both cultural 

backgrounds, recognizing that constructing one’s own identity meant balancing between 

existing and historically and socially created frames. Teachers, too, showed that they 

were involved in the process of negotiation by discussing how, on the one hand, to 

respect students’ origins and, on the other, to promote their integration by adapting their 

own pedagogical practices or encouraging their students to adjust to Finnish working 

life.  

Both teachers and students recognized that the process of adjustment and 

negotiation is especially challenging when migrants arrive in Finland. The challenge 
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then is the need to live in a completely new environment, the lack of local knowledge 

(e.g., the language, or how to deal with everyday matters) and limited social networks. 

Teachers saw their own early years of teaching migrant students as challenging, too, 

awaking contradictory emotions (like joy, anxiety and uncertainty) and involving a 

process of gradually gaining self-confidence, expertise in practice and acceptance of the 

circumstances. Learning to interact and constructing reciprocal relationships between 

teachers and students was a question of two-way, mutual integration which seemed to 

happen of itself, without their being aware of it. 

Both students and teachers viewed a positive attitude to others’ intentions, 

patience and intercultural encounters as emerging opportunities and as promoting 

integration. They also thought that openness to new situations, encounters and learning 

made the negotiation of positions and adjustment easier. This was discussed by two 

students of Eastern European background who were convinced that if migrants had 

persistently negative thoughts, their lives would reflect that negativity. These two 

students had a different strategy: they took control of their lives and gained the 

necessary qualifications. They asserted with evident self-confidence that they would 

succeed in Finland. They were not alone in having such views:  

In [student’s homeland] we say that a man makes his own life. If you want to work you 

will always get a job […]. In my view, everything depends on you […] And I’m 

convinced that I’ll get a job. (S1)  

These views are in line with ‘ideal integration’ thinking and may be a sign that the 

students have internalized the ‘ideal immigrant’ mentality, according to which, migrants 

should think positively, be grateful, find a job and have a good life in order to integrate. 

At the same time, some of the students recognized that different groups of migrants 

have different starting points for developing their own lives in Finland, with refugees 

(or others forced to migrate) and non-Western migrants being at a relative disadvantage. 

As the discussion with the following student shows, the process of really belonging and 

being attached may be lengthy and difficult:  

In the beginning I wanted to move back, the first two years. I didn’t want to study Finnish or 

anything else. I was 15 years old […]. It was a difficult age and all my friends stayed there 

[in my home country]. And then everything changed when I got my first job and I was 

appreciated there. (S3) 
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As the above excerpt illustrates, getting a new job that corresponds to a person’s 

expectations may change one’s psychological state and may encourage a feeling of 

attachment and future orientation to a new country, and stability.  

The negotiation of a new position in the context of demographic changes was also 

challenging for Finnish teachers. However, the teachers considered that concentrating 

on the positive aspects of teaching migrant students, like feeling that they are learning 

something new and growing as professionals as well as the migrant students’ 

appreciation of their work, helped them do their work properly and with passion, and 

adjust to the new situation.  

5 Discussion  

The aim of this study was to examine the meanings that teachers and adult migrant 

students give to integration, and under what conditions a sense of belonging can emerge 

or be experienced by adult migrant students. According to the findings, the participants 

saw participation, engagement in various activities and the extension of their networks 

as greatly supporting structural integration, for example, in terms of finding gainful 

employment (Drever & Hoffmeister, 2008). This aligns with Ager and Strang (2008), 

who argue that participation is a key element in finding one’s way to one’s own place in 

a new host society and ensuring a feeling of belonging. The study has also shown that 

both a variety of interactions and social connections and their quality are essential for 

belonging (Dahinden, 2013). Social contacts limited to one’s own ethnic group and 

other migrant groups do not ultimately seem to be sufficient (Cheung & Phillimore, 

2013).  

The conviction was that migrants should take the initiative, accept the situation, 

learn, and finally integrate and contribute to society, e.g., by paying taxes. This follows 

the perspectives of the ‘good immigrant’ and ‘ideal integration’ (Näre, 2013; see also 

Shukla, 2016). According to the results, especially teachers’ talk echoed a normative 

perspective on integration, i.e., migrants’ own responsibility for being agents of their 

life (Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2018; Grzymala-Kazlowska & Phillimore, 2018), especially 

for those of non-Western backgrounds (Krivonos, 2019). For migrants, learning more 

and responding positively to any subsequent changes in their lives were seen as 

beneficial and an essential part of their lives and obligations, but they were seen as 

voluntary for Finnish teachers. Such expectations may be related to the belief that 
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migrants’ lack of certain qualities, certain types of previous experience and learning is 

an obstacle to integration and that this can be corrected by means of education 

(Lamonica et al., 2020). However, this previous knowledge and experience should 

rather be seen as a resource for negotiating new meanings and building migrants’ lives 

in Finland (Merriam et al., 2020). 

Local knowledge, including knowledge of the Finnish language, was perceived as 

a facilitator of participation in society, and this knowledge was believed to be further 

extended as a result of engagement in different interactions. This type of knowledge 

was linked in the study to migrant students gaining independence, and to their feelings 

of equality, stability and security, all of which are elements in gaining a subjective 

feeling of belonging (Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2018; Ryan, 2018; Yuval-Davis, 2011) and 

creating connections between migrants and the state (Ager & Strang, 2008). However, 

some participants challenged this type of thinking and questioned the view of 

integration as something that develops through acquiring practical knowledge (e.g., 

related to dealing with Finnish officials) and participation that is restricted to the official 

working hours of Finnish institutions (Ager & Strang, 2008; Veikou, 2013). This 

argument is connected to a sense of belonging and attachment that develops gradually 

and imperceptibly in daily interactions and observations and mainly in informal spaces 

(Alenius, 2015; Veikou, 2013). The results of the study suggest that the opportunities 

for learning that exist in daily life are not fully understood and utilized. Finnish national 

policy emphasizes the importance of lifelong learning and education (including VET 

education) for integration (Ala-Kauholuoma, 2018; Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Employment of Finland, 2017). However, the results of the study suggest that the role 

of education in integration should be considered critically, in terms not only of students’ 

individual needs and difficulties in the recognition of migrants’ skills and experiences, 

but also of teachers’ pedagogical competence in culturally responsive teaching and the 

response of teacher in-service education in this regard.   

The study showed the importance of a two-way perspective on integration and 

difficulties related to it. This mutual character and reciprocal nature of integration 

emerged when teachers and students talked about the need to rethink and negotiate their 

own positions, rights and obligations, and their own role, often in relation to others. The 

teachers echoed the view that they, as natives, also have some responsibilities in this 

respect (Komisarof, 2009; Leong, 2014; Modood, 2011). By engaging in interaction and 

negotiation both migrants and teachers had an opportunity to build a new understanding 
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of themselves as people and professionals. This process was accompanied by teachers 

reflecting on their practices and their practices being occasionally questioned by other 

parties involved in the process. Migrant students’ sense of belonging was particularly 

threatened by their peers’ questioning of their right to be in Finland. In line with 

previous research, all these processes were shown to be emotionally, socially and 

cognitively challenging and stressful for both migrants and natives (Leong, 2014).  

6 Conclusions and suggestions for further research 

This study deepens our understanding of integration as a process of fair and equal 

participation leading to the gaining of independence and autonomy and developing a 

subjective feeling of belonging (Ager & Strang, 2008; Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2018; 

Ryan, 2018), and which requires involvement and change on the side of both migrants 

and natives (Komisarof, 2009; Leong, 2014). The results also raise awareness of the 

challenges and opportunities that support adult migrants’ acquisition of new knowledge 

and skills and promote their integration in an educational setting. First, the study shows 

that, although educational institutions can support integration and create possibilities for 

integration to happen, there should also be more opportunities for “meaningful” 

interactions outside the hours of formal schooling and work (see also Grzymala-

Kazlowska, 2018). Second, it became clear that adjustment and the development of a 

sense of belonging depend on the intersection of opportunities, socio-demographic 

dimensions and expectations (see also Kaukko & Wernesjö, 2017; Wessendorf, 2018; 

Yuval-Davis, 2011). Normative views on integration may be a barrier to two-way, 

mutual integration. Third, especially novice teachers struggle with the negotiation of 

new positions and the increasing diversity in the classrooms.  

In conclusion, future research needs to lead to better understanding of diversity 

and intersections as well as ways of supporting migrants and experts in professional 

orientations, including VET teachers. This, as well as broadening teachers’ and migrant 

students’ perspectives on integration, may be crucial for promoting migrant students’ 

integration and their sense of belonging. Further research is needed on the conditions 

most conducive to integration and the development of a sense of belonging and 

attachment, with the emphasis on researching integration as life-long learning, as a two-

way process that requires mutual engagement and change on the part of both migrants 

and natives (see also Miera, 2012).  



 

19 

Due to the small size of the sample population (n=30), the findings of this study 

cannot be generalized: they could be different in another educational institution or 

another region of Finland. Nevertheless, different groups of interviewees and different 

types of interviews enriched the study by providing different parties’ perspectives and 

generating a much richer set of data in terms of interaction and knowledge, which added 

to the study’s credibility (Pietilä, 2010) and content (Hennink, 2008). To deepen 

understanding of the process of integration and the role of VET in this process, 

comparative research in the VET context and work organizations nationally and 

globally could be of value.  
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