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Abstract: This paper airs the experiences of eighteen students with special educational needs complet-
ing their studies at a Finnish vocational institution, which has a mandate to provide intensive special
support for the students. It contributes to the national and international discussion of education’s
purposes and elaborates on students’ descriptions. The study frames a research question: To what
extent are Biesta’s domains of good education—qualification, socialization, and subjectification—
audible in the narratives of Finland’s VET special educational needs students? The paper adopts a
narrative approach and uses narrative positioning analysis as a methodical tool to drill down into
the themes produced in deductive content analysis. According to our analysis, subjectification and
socialization were the most important domains of VET. The qualification domain of education did
not appear as professional self-confidence in students’ narratives, but it served as subjectification and
socialization. VET must be an inclusive process that provides all students with the opportunity to
become balanced and civilized citizens and assist them in entering the world. To this end, instead
of emphasizing measurable outcomes such as qualifications and employment rates, more attention
should be paid on the social and subjective domains of VET.

Keywords: vocational education and training; intensive special support; qualification; socializa-
tion; subjectification

1. Introduction

This paper brings into the spotlight the students graduating from the Finnish Voca-
tional Education and Training (VET) system after providing them with intensive special
support. It also reports on their experiences of the education they received. It is relevant
to consider the process of VET from the students’ perspective because young people with
special educational needs often face difficulties when stepping into the primary labor
market and continuing education and training [1–4]. Furthermore, according to Billet [5], it
is necessary to understand students’ needs and aspirations and to engage their energy as
learners, to moderate unrealistic expectations, but also to assist them to mediate learning
experiences in vocational education effectively.

Thus, it is worth considering to what extent schools, who are experiencing tougher
and more consequential accountability structures purporting to improve teaching and
learning, have a genuine interest in how students with special educational needs feel
about schooling [6,7]. In addition, do efforts that have focused on measurements and
quality assurance improve educational policy and practice equally [8–11]? That is, does
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anyone know what makes education good, rather than what makes it merely effective or
efficient [10,12].

Many recent studies on Finnish vocational education have focused either on vocational
competence and on work-life skills or on pedagogy and teaching methods [13]. Interna-
tionally the topics of the doctoral thesis have addressed a range of issues from policy to
institutional change to the lived experience of vocational education [14]. However, little
attention has been paid to students’ experiences [15] and even less to those who need
intensive special support for their studying [4,16,17]. This study was designed to improve
our understanding of Finnish VET, providing intensive special support by interviewing
eighteen students who were graduating and proceeding to the next stage in their lives
(Appendix A). We discussed with them their experiences of VET studying and their ex-
pectations and prospects for the future. Our research goal was to provide a more nuanced
understanding of VET’s multiple purposes. By analyzing the students’ narratives, we
sought an answer to our research question inspired by Biesta [8,9]:

To what extent are Biesta’s domains for a good education—qualification, social-
ization and subjectification—audible in the narratives of Finland’s VET special
educational needs students?

The qualification domain of VET provides students with knowledge, skills and under-
standing needed in work and in further studies. In Finland, VET has an explicit connection
to work, which makes the socialization domain of education specific. VET provides a cer-
tain representation of cultures, traditions, and practices, which is its socialization function.
The third domain of education is, according to Biesta [8,9], subjectification, which is the
most essential for the study. Subjectification is about students’ freedom to exist in and
with the world. This study contributes to the discussions about what constitutes good
VET and proposes that in order to answer this question, we should acknowledge these
three domains of education. We argue that students’ reactions to and perceptions of their
educational experiences can provide teachers, policymakers, and employers with valuable
insights, as well into teaching and guidance practices, as into the governance, and thus
offer opportunities for more attractive VET.

2. Finland’s VET System

Students, teachers, schools, and even entire education systems are currently working
under the pressure to “perform”, and the excellence of education is often defined by the
measurements of outcomes [8]. In Finland, the education system has remained mainly pub-
lic, but neo-liberal reasoning is re-shaping ideas about what the desired aims and goals of
education are [18,19]. Laukia and Karjalainen [20] assert that this has also had an influence
on the implementation of vocational education and training (VET) in Finland. The reform
of Finnish VET started at the beginning of 2018 and it harmonized the education provision
and placed emphasis on customers and competence [21,22]. This means that students in
the VET system are seen as clients, consumers and entrepreneurs of the self [23,24]. The
premise of Finnish VET is to respond to the individual skill needs of a broad range of
students while considering the needs of the labor market and individual learners [25].

Intensive special support is defined in the Finnish Act on VET 531/2017, 65§ [26].
Students in vocational education and training are entitled to intensive special support
if they have severe learning difficulties, serious disabilities, or illnesses, which means
they require a customized, broad-based, and diverse form of special needs support. The
means to meet the needs of students include the development of individual learning paths,
individual pedagogical solutions and special teaching and learning arrangements. Thus,
the Act on VET [26] creates a harmonized framework for equal provision of education for all
students [25]. In Finland, intensive special support is provided for students in six vocational
institutions, which have a mandate for this. Additionally, six vocational institutes have a
restricted mandate to provide intensive special support for students. Whilst the number
of Finnish vocational students who need intensive special support with their studies is
relatively small, at just over one percent [27], it is morally and ethically right for their
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voices to be listened to and heard by all practitioners and stakeholders interested in what
constitutes good VET education in Finland and internationally. Access to VET for all refers
not only to education as a good that is free for everyone but also to the opportunity to take
advantage of it and to experience personal benefits; that is, acquisition of knowledge of
high quality and belonging to a social community [28].

3. VET as an Inclusive Initiation into and Preparation for the Practice of Work

In this study, we considered inclusion as a process wherein all VET students should
have an opportunity to enter the education, workforce, and wider society with a sense
of ownership of their future. This view elaborates on the perspective that important
features of human life are rooted in human activity, not the activity of individuals or
system principles central to the phenomena but in practices, in organized activities of
multiple people [29]. However, implementation of inclusion in education is currently
often understood as mechanisms of the school system, namely as special education and
general education practices. We agree with Paju [30] that enhancing collaboration between
teaching staff could lead to inclusive practice-related solutions in schools. In addition, we
suggest that inclusive practices in work are also created together, in organized activities of
multiple people.

The European pillar of social rights [31] defines that everyone has the right to quality
and inclusive education, training, and life-long learning in order to maintain and acquire
skills that enable them to participate fully in society and manage successful transitions
in the labor market. However, according to earlier studies [32–34], the labor process,
waged labor and its intensification are allied to effective expulsion and marginalization of
particular groups of workers from employment. Therefore, it is important to spotlight the
experiences of students representing the minority of all vocational students in Finland.

In this study, we based our reflections on Biesta’s view [8,9] of education’s domains and
argued that it should be considered as a composite question that should specify its views
about qualification, socialization, and subjectification. Biesta [9] proposes that domains of
education could be represented as concentric circles with subjectification either as the inner
or outer of the circles. In the study, we have positioned subjectification at the center because
subjects, students and their experiences compose the core of our research (see Figure 1).
However, this does not mean that we disregard vocational qualification, knowledge, skills,
and traditions, but we believe that in the domain of education, we are always connected
to the practices that are pursued and transformed together with the students [9,29,35,36].
Hence, to understand the world, to construct new ways of doing things, to connect people
in new social and political orders necessitates the transformation of practices that exist in
intersubjective spaces in society [29,35,36]. Without a strong connection to the subject and
subjectification, vocational qualification becomes training which is something we do to
others, not with them [9] (p. 102).

Education reflects either explicitly or implicitly the world and what is considered to be
of value, which is the socialization domain of education [8,9]. Finnish vocational education
has an explicit connection to work, which makes the socialization domain of education
specific. First, training agreements and competence-based approach provide students with
opportunities for individual study paths to gain missing skills and knowledge in order to
fulfill the work-life needs and to be employed. Secondly, education provides a certain rep-
resentation of cultures, traditions and practices, which is its socialization function. Students
in vocational education are introduced to the work-life’s ground rules, operations models,
and expectations and vice versa; employers get acquainted with the future employees and
have an opportunity to have an impact on the organization of VET. Eventually, we propose
that qualification requirements constitute the frame for Finnish vocational education. Edu-
cation is implemented through the practical realization of the curriculum through its local
variations and individual teachers’ interpretations and emphases.
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In this study, we consider upper secondary vocational education to be a period of
initiation and preparation during which students learn new orders of the labor market
and construct the ideal subjectivity of a worker citizen, which is a social construction that
closely connects the economic and social bond created by work [37]. As they study, students
internalize the ethos of entrepreneurship and lifelong learning and can accept changes to
follow the needs of the labor market [38,39]. Turner [40] claims that citizenship is both an
inclusionary process involving some re-allocation of resources and an exclusionary process
of building identities based on common or imagined solidarity.

4. Special Needs Students at the Center of the Study

Until now, there has been little discussion about the experiences of the students and
even less of those receiving intensive special support during their vocational studying [41].
Earlier studies in Finland have discussed how the reformed VET system prepares young
people, how do the young people themselves experience their studying and moving into
the workforce and how important paid employment is for them [42–45]. Bartram and
Cavanagh [46] and Cavanagh et al. [1] explored if Australian VET programs are delivering
education that enables secure employment and promotes opportunities for individuals
with disabilities. Earlier studies have also indicated that schools are mostly helping their
students in their academic achievement and not in developing competencies to manage
their own careers [42,43,47,48]. Furthermore, previous research has tended to focus on the
VET teachers’ position in VET and correspondingly on pedagogical practices [49–53].

This paper presents how special needs students’ experiences echo Biesta’s [8,9] do-
mains of education. In line with Wheelahan and Moodie [54], we suggest that variations in
vocational education’s role in preparing graduates for employment and educational path-
ways lie not in the nature of vocational education nor its qualifications but in the structure
of the labor market and the ways employers use qualifications to select graduates to enter
and progress in employment. Effective workplace education and training would be critical
to support workers with special needs at work [1,55]. This could contribute to bridging the
gap that often marginalizes certain groups. People with disabilities also have the right to
income support that ensures living in dignity, services that enable them to participate in the
labor market and in society and a work environment adapted to their needs [31]. These are
examples of practices that might provide individual support to those with special needs
at work. Above all, we need to change the practices of all those involved in the project of
work to make it more socially just. This requires the assent and commitment of all involved
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if we are to create an intersubjective agreement about how to understand the world, mutual
understanding of others’ positions and perspectives and an unforced consensus about what
to do to change it [29,36]. This would call for new semantic spaces and ways to understand
one another and the world, to find new ways to use resources and to establish new and
more solitary ways that people can live and work together and relate to one another [36].

5. Ethics of Researching with Students Who Have Special Educational Needs

When examining students who represent the marginalized group of students in VET,
the questions of the wider implications of the research are relevant. The study followed the
guidelines of the Finnish National Advisory Board on Research Ethics [56]. This ethical
commitment of the study contains not only the research practice but also what kind of
understanding the study promotes and produces of these students and of vocational
special schools [57]. Though the participants of this study needed support in their studying,
they did not need support in research interviews, but they participated and voiced their
experiences independently. Anyhow, the concept of informed consent was approached
holistically, which means that voluntary participation and anonymity were repeatedly
discussed with the participants [57].

Although opportunities and the position of special needs students in education have
improved, their occupation within society seems still fragile and their socio-economic
situation weaker than other populations [58,59]. This article contributes to this discussion
by promoting and embracing students’ voice, and by increasing the understanding of their
experiences and needs. The research is designed for the students, not on students.

6. Methodology

We consider that the underlying value of qualitative educational research is to make
schools more equitable and to ensure greater equality of opportunity and outcome [60].
This was fundamental for the study because the research was conducted with students
who represent a marginal and often stigmatized group of students and who use their voice
in adaptable ways [42,43]. With this premise, the narrative approach became applicable in
the study. We argue with Bruner [61] that narratives are the form to organize experiences
and our memory of human happenings—stories, excuses, descriptions. Interviewing was
central to this research as we wanted to listen and understand the students’ experiences.
Interviews created an opportunity to pause and reflect with participants about what they
remembered, valued, liked, and disliked about their vocational studying [62]. We opted for
semi-structured interviews so that the participants would be able to feel themselves free to
express themselves in their own words. The first author conducted the interviews, which
unfolded like comfortable conversations of students’ experiences and opinions. Interviews
consisted of ten open questions and pictures, the aim of which was to inspire discussion
(Appendix A). It was surprising that these pictures did not ease participants’ stories to flow,
but they preferred discussion.

6.1. Site and the Participants

The first author interviewed 13 male and 5 female students studying in a special
vocational college. This institution was selected because it is one of the largest in Finland
and has a long tradition of organizing intensive special support for the students. Each
interview took about 15–30 minutes. The ages of the interviewees varied from 19 to 39 years,
with most of the students being under 23 years old. At the time of the interviews, the
participants were qualifying for their profession and leaving school within a few days.
The fields of the 18 interviewed students were cleaning and property services (N = 5),
technology (N = 3), media and visual expression (N = 3), ICT (N = 3), business (N = 2) and
logistics (N = 2). The fields included in this study represented six of the eight taught on the
campus of the institution we examined.

Permission to carry out this research was first sought from the school principal. After
that, the class teachers were contacted, and the students expressed their consent to them.
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Interviews were arranged face to face, and they were recorded. A newsletter giving basic
information about the research was addressed to all participants, and signed consent
was obtained from the participants prior to completing the interviews. Participation was
completely voluntary, which was discussed before starting the interviews and students
were entitled to discontinue at any stage of the process.

6.2. Data Analysis

We applied data-driven, deductive content analysis to the research [63]. The transcrip-
tion of the data was carried out by a research assistant who was acquainted with the practices.
The data totaled about 235 pages of transcribed text and were anonymized by making only
generic references to participants. After transcription, the data were reviewed multiple times
to form an understanding of all the material. After that, the data were analyzed by using AT-
LAS.fi software for preliminary interpretations of the students’ experiences when qualifying
for a profession. For example, one student described feelings as follows “Well, I feel excited at
the moment [ . . . ] I hadn’t thought about it earlier, but now when the summer holiday is about to
begin, I hope that the future will bring something along and I could manage all right.” (Student 5).
This was a close reading and reduction of data, which aimed at getting an intensive outline of
it [64]. This analysis round produced a general view of the students’ spirit when completing
their VET studying and taking their first steps towards life in the workforce.

Then, to particularize and itemize students’ perceptions, another analysis round by
using ATLAS.ti software again was carried out. We wanted to scrutinize how students’
experiences reflected Biesta’s [8,9] domains of good education and created three codes for
conceptualizing qualification, subjectification and socialization. Next, we will describe our
analysis process in greater detail. If a student was describing the importance of academic
or vocational learning, about school reports, these narratives were coded under the qualifi-
cation parameter: “At least the diploma which I will receive will soon help me . . . One can prove
that one has some kind of know-how.” (Student 17). If a student’s narrative included a subjecti-
fication parameter, meaning that the student was speaking about personal empowerment
and growth, these were coded under subjectification: “Well, at least I have got rhythm into my
life and my future looks a little bit brighter.” (Student 8). Finally, narratives that included social
aspects, such as strengthening one’s position in the school community among peers or in
society, were coded under the socialization parameter: “I think that the most important thing
that VET has offered to me is the opportunity or the understanding about what it is to start to work
[ . . . ] When I began to study, I did not know anything about life in the workforce. Now I know and
understand much better.” (Student 4). Furthermore, we scrutinized five specific interview
questions more closely. These questions concerned students’ future prospects after one, five
and ten years and their experiences of the most important thing during their VET studying
and their opinions on how to improve VET in the future. We analyzed how Biesta’s [8,9]
domains for good education and the ethos of a worker citizen were applicable.

As an analytical tool, we applied the narrative positioning analysis [65–68]. As ex-
plained in Bamberg [65] and Bamberg and Georgakopoulou [68], level 1 positioning refers
to the way characters are positioned in relation to one another, while level 2 deals with
interactional engagement between characters. We focused only on level 3 positioning to
investigate how a student positions a sense of self with regard to dominant discourses [69].
That is, we aimed to find out who is a student with special needs in all that.

We argue that the students’ narratives are meaningful not only to reflect the past but to
produce, adopt or resist the positions available at that moment and in the future. Narrative
positioning analysis pursues examining and interpreting the narratives as a social action in
that cultural context in which these have been told. Bamberg [65] argues that subjects are
not only actualizing the identities available, but they are positioning themselves in different
contexts. The present study analyzes the positions of Biesta’s parameters available in VET
students’ narratives and reflects students’ positions in the normative discourse of a worker
citizen. Furthermore, in the analysis process, we aimed to reveal the factors affecting the
career trajectory of the students.
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7. Findings

This section introduces the findings. First, we will present how students’ experiences
reflected Biesta’s [8,9] domains—qualification, socialization, and subjectification—of edu-
cation. After that, we will elaborate on the ethos of being a worker citizen. We will also
introduce students’ views on how to improve the VET system, which reconnects us again
with the different domains of education. Finally, we will present students’ prospects for
the future.

7.1. Qualification Domain

The qualification domain of VET was available in a multifaceted way in this study.
Students mentioned that acquiring vocational skills and learning something new was
important for them, but they did not portray themselves as professionals in their fields.
Participants spoke of their strong anxiety and pressure related to completing their studies.
These students seemed to have feelings of both qualitative and social inadequacy. They
experienced incapacity and uncertainty of themselves and described themselves as the
lucky ones who had accomplished their missions as vocational students and received their
diplomas with the help of the school personnel. They had an accommodating attitude with
only modest demands for the future.

“I managed to complete my studying although I was uncertain of that earlier. I
doubted whether this would be my line of trade at all. So, I am really happy now
I’m completing my studying.” (Student 4)

“The most important thing has been the good teaching I received. I have learned
new things . . . and new people, I have got to know new people, yes, that is one
of the most important things.” (Student 11)

“I am not like other students. I am so self-critical . . . I feel that I am not good
enough . . . I’m afraid that I don’t know enough about the workforce . . . I feel
insecure and I am afraid of making mistakes. I don’t want to be wrong. It is
terrible if one can’t cope and do what is expected.” (Student 7)

7.2. Socialization Domain

The socialization domain of VET for students with special educational needs was
significant. It has provided the students with a certain representation of cultures, traditions
and practices closely related to the work-life needs and expectations. Participating students
narrated gratefully that they had succeeded in completing their studies and had earned a
place in the student community. They set their modest hopes on finding their place in work
after completing their studies. They talked about new friends, about the group spirit, about
the anticipation of new social relations. The meaning of improved social skills, friends and
peers was explicit and overwhelming.

R: “How would you describe the things you have received from school which
will help you in work? What is the most important thing that you have learned
over here?” S: “Well, to be with other people . . . social skills.” (Student 5)

7.3. Subjectification Domain

The importance of subjectification, the individual empowering domain of VET, was
explicitly interpretable in the participating students’ narratives. It seemed to be the most
important domain of VET for the participating students. The subjectification domain was
closely related to socialization though it has often been understood as the opposite of the
socialization domain of education [8]. Students said that during their VET studying, they
had gained the courage, self-confidence and independent thinking needed in social relations
and work. They voiced their gratitude that they have had the power to study. Some of
them had interrupted their earlier studies, and they narrated the difficulties related to their
social interaction. Maybe due to this, their ability to commit to studying VET and to their
peers seemed to be consequential elements for them. Students described their opportunities
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to become individuals through their interaction with the VET culture and work and then
again, that they exist as subjects in relation to their individuality, in relation to everything
they have gained, learned, acquired and developed during their VET studying. They were
overwhelmingly content with their opportunity to belong to the students’ community, to
the vocational institution and that they had received a glimpse of work-life. They were
grateful to teachers and school personnel for their support and understanding.

“Well, social situations have become easier for me. Earlier, I would have stayed
at home alone.” (Student 8)

“My teacher has supported me a lot. I had thought about discontinuing my studying
many times. But I am grateful that they did not give up on me.” (Student 14)

R: “If you think about your studying here, what has been the most important
thing?” S: “I am not sure if this has anything to do with my studying but to
become more independent.” (Student 4)

7.4. The Identity of a Worker Citizen

The participating students who were completing their VET studying have adopted
the identity of a worker citizen: they have learned to do, but not to imagine. They were
eager to insert themselves into the existing orders and to be a part of the worker citizens’
community. They seemed to be easily contented persons who did not set high expectations
for the future. They explained that they had learned to respond to timetables, exercises
and responsibilities. Their experiences of belonging to a group had become stronger.
They said that individual help and understanding provided by the teachers and other
school personnel had helped them significantly, but they still seemed to be unsure of their
adequacy for work and for further studying.

“When I started my studying here, I planned to continue to a university of applied
sciences. But now even though I know that it might be useful to continue, I doubt
if I could concentrate on those studies. I have understood that those would be
more self-guiding and there is no clear class structure. That would be hard for
me.” (Student 18)

7.5. How to Improve the VET System

When we asked the students what is the most important thing that should be acknowl-
edged when improving the VET system, the answers were surprisingly consistent and explicit.
First, students spoke about a need and a wish for stronger, more individual encounters.
According to the participants, teachers and other school personnel could identify students’
strengths better and build individual study paths even more consciously than currently has
been done. Subjective growth, the subjectification domain of education, was highlighted in
their narratives.

“Well, individuals should be recognised better. I am in different position because
I am an adult. I can say what I want, but there are many students who can’t. They
do what the teachers ask, and they don’t benefit from this education as much as
possible if they had the courage to open their mouths and to say that they are
interested in this and that and ask if they could invest in that. A more individual
approach would be better.” (Student 3)

Participants required subjective empowerment to be more autonomous and inde-
pendent in their thinking and acting, to enter the workforce and society with a sense of
ownership of their future. They enquired for more attentive listening to figure out what
practices and learning environments would support their studying at best.

“It should be acknowledged that sometimes one is not capable, one doesn’t have
that energy . . . Young people and students especially are told to work, work and
work . . . Life is not that simple. One must understand that there is much more
inside everybody that you can’t recognise from the front.” (Student 14)



Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 66 9 of 15

Secondly, the students highlighted the significance of establishing contacts with poten-
tial employers during their studies. They expressed their wish for closer and longer-lasting
collaboration with employers. They explained that the most important thing is to learn
and to understand the ground rules of work and of the work community. They did not
emphasize their vocational skills or know-how in their stories, but it seemed that a sense of
belonging, socialization, would be significant for the participating students.

“Well, because we are students in vocational school it would be useful, as I
commented earlier, it would be useful to get used to work in real surroundings,
in those which will be actual in your work, in your occupation.” (Student 4)

Participating students said that their families, specifically their mothers, were the
most significant people when making plans and preparing for the future after VET study.
They had helped students in conducting their personal affairs and studying. Moreover,
teachers and other school personnel seemed to have an influence on the development of
their plans. Some students also mentioned that their therapists and support people have
had a significant role in the student’s trajectory. The socialization domain was also evident
in those narratives when a student was not content with their social progress. It seemed
that the sense of belonging was the most important factor to the participating students, and
they needed help and support to find their place in the world.

“Originally, when I started my studying over here, I wanted to be more social
than I was during my earlier studying. I would have loved to have new friends
. . . But I failed, but it was important thing for me when I started my studying.”
(Student 7)

7.6. How Students Position Themselves after VET

We asked the participants where they saw themselves after one year, after five years
and after ten years after their VET studying if everything went fine. Socialization was
the most important factor for the students. This means a sense of belonging, being part
of the community and entering the labor market with a permanent job with a reasonable
income. Still, their expectations were modest they would be easily contented employees
and citizens. They said that income covering necessary expenses would be enough. It
seemed that they adopted the identity of a worker citizen even though only one participant
had a permanent contract after VET. Secondly, their aspirations included a subjective
dimension: They desired increased independence, which appeared as getting their own
apartment and looking after their interests and responsibilities independently.

“The most important thing for me would be to have a job, a permanent one, so
that I would not have to think about tomorrow every day. [ . . . ] I would love to
stay in the same apartment where I live now. And I also wish that I could have
the same friends as now. The only thing would be a permanent job, so that I don’t
have to worry about bills and so on. That would be the most important thing for
me.” (Student 18)

The students’ prospects five years after finishing VET were quite similar to those after
one year. Still, having a job was the most significant element for the participants. However,
now their narrations were completed with aspirations of having a partner or family. Even
though it seemed that stability was the desired station in life, some students also spoke
about career development. Needing more qualifications was only implicitly mentioned by
the students.

“Well, I still have that apartment and job. And then, perhaps someday family
would be a great addition to my life circle. That would be quite nice, if everything
goes fine of course.” (Student 11)

Ten years after completing their VET studies, the students aspired to have a better
occupation and better positions in the workforce. Some even considered themselves
running a business at that time. Their aspirations were still modest, and they had an
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accommodating attitude to the future. Belonging to the community, socialization, seemed
to be the most relevant of the domains.

“Well, if everything really would go all right, then it would be work and maybe I
would live in slightly better apartment.” (Student 7)

8. Discussion

This study involving 18 VET students reports on how Biesta’s [8,9] domains of
education—qualification, subjectification, and socialization—were mentioned in the stu-
dents’ narratives when completing their three years of study at a vocational school that
has a mandate to provide intensive special support for the students. Moreover, it describes
who is a student in all that, as we reported the students’ perceptions of the aims of VET that
they experienced. The study provides a more nuanced understanding of Finnish VET’s
multiple purposes.

First, vocational institutions having a mandate to provide intensive special support
had offered the participating students an extremely important opportunity to study, to be
like any other young person, to belong to a student community and to blaze one’s trail to
the labor market. These vocational institutions have worked as an important bridge-builder
between the student and the world. VET has empowered them individually and socially.
The students had become more independent in their thinking and acting, and they had
made new friends. Their appetite for trying to live one’s life in the world with others
has increased, which also asks from VET that it makes encounters with the real possible,
encounters that enable a “reality check” [9] (pp. 97–98). Students reported being gratified
to have had a chance to take advantage of VET, which meant acquiring the knowledge,
skills and courage needed in work and life.

Secondly, understanding and the help provided by the school personnel, families
and support from other quarters was unquestionably good for them. The students had
succeeded with the versatile and long-lasting help of these sources. Anyhow, there is a
need for even more attentive listening of VET students with special needs to figure out
what practices and solutions would support each student’s studying and life at best [2].
Participation in VET has mostly helped the participating students in their academic and
vocational achievement and not in developing their competencies to manage their own
career and citizenship, which is in line with the earlier studies [39,40,47,48].

Thirdly, subjectification and socialization were emphasized in the participants’ narra-
tives. Quite the opposite has been raised in earlier studies [28,52], as qualification has often
been appraised as one of the major functions of VET, which means preparing students with
skills appropriate for both the world of work and for citizenship. It seems that schools are
emphasizing academic and vocational achievement instead of developing students’ com-
petencies to manage their careers [42,43,47,48], whereas students with special educational
needs emphasize their personal subjective growth. Even though students with special
educational needs focused on their subjective empowerment and on their socialization,
they perceived the professional qualification as a tool to achieve these. They aspired to be a
successful member of society, a balanced and civilized individual and someone who could
master the demands of the workforce, even though their expectations for the future were
modest: Students in the VET system providing intensive special support for the students
are trained to “do” and to “adapt” and not to “think” and to “imagine” what could be
possible [70].

Finally, studying at a vocational institution has provided the students with an impor-
tant turning point, but the strong connection of Finnish VET to qualification requirements
and work-life might narrow VET’s scope of actions and impair the social belonging of
students with intensive special needs. Work-life seems to be the most important client of
VET and the future of its students. It gives justice and direction for VET, but it is de rigueur
to also recognize and appreciate other domains of education. In the students’ narratives,
work created an economic and social bond, which connects our findings to the socialization
domain of education [8,9] and to the social construction of a worker citizen [37,38]. Much
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of the discussion with the participants was centered around the need for social belonging
and for equal opportunities to study and to work and to find one’s own place in the world.
This confirms the results in previous studies [44,71] of the importance of the school’s social
aspect. It seems that the VET process has provided students with the chance to re-allocate
their resources and build their identities based on common solidarity [32–34,40]. Para-
phrasing Biesta [8] (p. 20), one could say that “through its socializing function VET inserts
individuals into existing ways of doing and being.” The recognition of social and subjective
domains of VET will open new possibilities also in co-operation with work-life.

This research has a few limitations. The students who volunteered for this research
seemed to be positively engaged with the school and with learning. Consequently, they gave
positive feedback about their vocational studying and about their future. Those who had a
pessimistic attitude about studying and the future might have had a different perspective
on VET’s aims and their study. Furthermore, our examination was located in one Finnish
vocational institution with a mandate to provide intensive special support for the students,
which produces a local and limited but significant impression of students’ opinions.

In conclusion, even though the participants had studied at a vocational school pro-
viding intensive special support, they would have appreciated even stronger individual
support and teaching arrangements. They needed guidance and encouragement to master
their studying, and they still needed to secure their employment or further studies. The
participants did not wish for greater independence in planning and realizing a career,
but instead they need sensitive, long-term support and guidance during and after their
vocational studying in order to fully promote their personality and capabilities. Therefore,
our results are not defending decreasing learning in schools, but students with special
educational needs benefit from group-form education to strengthen their sense of belong-
ing and self-confidence. The participating students’ request for more individual support
could be interpreted as an explicit indication that there should be more time allocated to
subjectification within the VET programs.

In line with Flower et al. [55], this study proves that VET providing intensive spe-
cial support for the students impacts significantly on individuals and empowers them
specifically in social settings. Biesta [9] suggests that socialization is about acquiring what
Kemmis et al. [36] would call the practice of traditions of a trade/subject. Biesta [9] con-
nects an image of a learning society in which the real encounters of who and what is the
other are constant and continuous possibilities with the future of “Bildung”. Central in
“Bildung” tradition has been the question of what constitutes an educated and cultivated
human being, which has been an individualistic approach. In line with Biesta [9], our
findings connect us with the view that “Bildung” is a lifelong task that should focus not
only on individuals but on society as well. To that end, though Finnish VET is providing
individually personalized study paths, even more attention should be paid to subjective
and social growth, which means how schools could support their students individually
to find their place in the world. The discussions concern not only individual students,
teachers or employers but us all. VET has been an inclusive process wherein students with
special educational needs have found an opportunity to enter the education, workforce
and wider society, and they have acquired a sense of ownership of their future, but to
implement their capabilities and strengths fully, there should be many options available to
belong in the world.

The study recommends that VET should engage with the view of a learning society
in which the real encounters with who and what is other are constant and continuous
possibilities. The discussions of VET’s purposes and excellence should include its multiple
dimensions, not only measurable outcomes, such as qualifications and employment rates,
but also its social and subjective dimensions. In order to reinforce the work-oriented
VET in Finland, closer co-operation between workplaces and schools is needed and better
acknowledgment of students’ needs and conditions. Supportive workplace conditions will
promote integration into the wider workforce [1]. Furthermore, the current article suggests
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further research that there might be a need to consider how teachers choose to embrace or
reject their role as an activist, as a social agent to struggle for educational and social justice.
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Appendix A. Interview Questions

1. What are your feelings now that you are finishing your studying?

• Do you think that you are ready for the work life? Could you explain why?
• What are your plans after your studies?
• Does the near future meet your expectations?

2. If you think about your studying at this vocational college what has been the most
important thing for you?

• What has changed most in your life? Has this change been pleasant one?
• How VET has helped you with your private life/ work life matters?
• What has been the most important thing in your vocational studying? Learning

vocational skills or something else?

3. How would you continue the following sentences?

• Now, when I am graduating and I look back in time and think about my voca-
tional studies, the most important thing for me has been . . .

• I think that in future VET providers should consider . . .

4. How do you see your life after 1 year, if all goes well?

• What are you doing, who are you living with, what is your life like?

5. How do you see your life after 5 years, if all goes well?
6. How do you see your life after 10 years, if all goes well?
7. What things you feel you can influence in your own life at this moment? What things

you would like to influence?
8. In what things your vocational college has helped you most?
9. Who has been the most important person in your life when planning your future and

getting ready for it?
10. Is there something that you would like to add to this interview?
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