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Abstract

Blended teaching and learning, which combines face-to-face instruction with computer-mediated
learning, is gaining popularity worldwide. This approach presents both opportunities and challenges for
future teachers and student teachers, requiring critical considerations of pedagogy as well as careful
planning and implementation to ensure effective teaching. The integration of online learning activities
provides new prospects for teacher education experiences. In Finland, the national strategy for teacher
education research holds great significance. In 2016, the Finnish government established a teacher
education forum to guide and discuss future requirements in this field. The objective of this research is
to explore how student teachers view the future of teacher education taking into consideration Finnish
educational policies. The data was collected through focus group discussions with primary school
student teachers in Finland (N=45), where web-based studies were predominant. The results of this
study are categorized into three main themes following educational policy guidelines: Teachers’ wide
basic knowledge, Teachers’ expertise and creative agency, and Teachers’ developing professional and
organizational know-how. According to the results, the importance of equipping future teachers with a
broad knowledge base was highlighted as a key competency by the students. The study concludes that
teacher education should evolve towards more sustainable education and pedagogy by embracing

blended learning opportunities to cater to the needs of future educators.
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Introduction

The objective of this research is to examine the perspectives of student teachers regarding the future
of teacher education considering the Finnish educational policy guidelines. The aim is therefore to
contribute critically to the ongoing discussions of pedagogy in higher education and especially teacher
education programs across the Nordic countries. In all this the concept of pedagogy is essential.
Pedagogy in educational settings has been traditionally understood as teaching and instructing students
and a distinction between the pedagogy and students’ self-directness and individual learning path has
arisen (see Walker, 2005). However, in the Nordic countries, pedagogy is understood through a holistic
approach to cover not only instructions and frontal teaching, but also learning environment, interaction,
scaffolding, reflection, and professional development of both students and teachers (Kangas et al.,
2021). Therefore, knowledge is exchanged between individuals and/or within groups and the
understanding on pedagogy can be seen through the epistemological interaction between the
stakeholders of education, the teachers and policymakers but also students and wider society as a
dynamic process with ongoing development (Kangas et al., 2021). Future consideration of pedagogy
in teacher education in Finland also involves broader perspectives of sustainability in social and cultural
factors shaping higher education (Hays and Reinders, 2020; Rubin and Brown, 2019).

We define the concept of education for sustainable development broadly, according to UNESCO:
“Education for sustainable development should equip all learners with the knowledge, skills, values and
attitudes to respond to global challenges” (UNESCO, 2019). By education for sustainability, we mean
education that aims to change students' behaviour by developing knowledge and attitudes that support
sustainability (Michel, 2020). Education then acts as a mechanism to transform society towards a more
sustainable future (e.g. Michel, 2020). Education plays an important role in creating a sustainable future
(UNESCO, 2019). However, the current research-based understanding of sustainable development
from an educational perspective is limited and its definition is very general (e.g. Hays and Reinders,
2020; Lemmetty and Collin, 2021). In education policy documents, teacher training and curricula,
sustainability systems are narrowly reflected rather than broadly integrated into educational content and
pedagogy (UNESCO, 2021). This is also the case in Finland, where sustainability and especially
ecological sustainability are presented in education policy documents in a narrow and superficial way
(Mykra, 2023).

In education and adult learning research, sustainability has been analysed from the perspectives of
constructivist learning, pedagogy and the andragogy of adult learning. Critical questions have been
raised, for example, about how sustainability differs from constructivist conceptions of learning, which
see learning as a reflective and continuous process constructed by the learner (Lemmetty and Collin,
2022). Andragogical conceptions of learning have also linked learning to the learner's attachment to
lived experience, interaction and power relations - including equality and understanding others (Malinen
and Piiroinen, 2023). Teacher education plays an important role in building the society of the future and
teaching new generations (Juvonen and Toom, 2023). From a sustainable learning perspective, it is

important to pay attention to the learning of adult teacher education students and the pedagogical
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arrangements of classroom teacher education that can create a more sustainable society and the well-

being of all individuals (cf. Rubin and Brown, 2020).

The epistemological perspective in this research can therefore be seen as constructivist, suggesting
that knowledge is constructed through experience and reflection. This perspective is evident in the
emphasis on blended teaching and learning, which combines traditional face-to-face instruction with
digital learning, allowing student teachers to shape their understanding through diverse experiences.
Knowledge is therefore not just received passively but actively built by the learners as they engage with

both physical and virtual learning environments.

The research has been conducted in a Finnish teacher training institute specialized in blending the
learning where students have both on-campus meetings and online conducted coursework modelled
through blended learning approach (Graham, 2006). The textual data for this study consists of focus
group discussions with primary school student teachers (N=45), divided into focus groups of 4-6
students. The topic of focus group discussions revolved around their vision of classroom teacher
education in the year 2030. The textual data was analysed using abductive analysis, with the analysis
approach based on a strategic policy document that outlines proposed enhancements to teacher
education in Finland (Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture, 2016; 2022).

From these premises, we have formulated a research question: how do student teachers view the future
of teacher education considered through a blended teacher education program? To answer this
question, we start this paper by introducing the context of Finnish teacher education and describe recent
trends in blended learning. After that, we move on to describing the Finnish strategic future objectives
for both pre-service and in-service teacher education programs through the pedagogy-related
approach. This framework is then used as an analysis tool in our abductive analysis. Finally, the
conclusion of this paper culminates in a critical examination of the pedagogy employed in teacher
education programs and an exploration of the societal factors that are influenced by our approach to

teacher education.

Finnish teacher education — towards blended teacher training

In Finland, the responsibility for teacher education was transferred to universities in 1971 to strengthen
the research community's confidence and promote high-quality teacher education at a master's level.
The primary objective of Finnish teacher education is to cultivate inquiry-oriented teachers (Jyrhama
and Maaranen, 2012). This involves equipping teachers with a blend of theoretical and practical
knowledge, allowing them to develop a personal, yet practical, theory applicable to their classrooms.
While research is conducted within these programs, the emphasis on being research-based in Finland
also focuses on developing teachers' pedagogical thinking and decision-making abilities, particularly in
justifying their actions (Kansanen, 2006). Today, in Finland, individuals who aspire to become teachers
complete a 5-year masters' program that grants teachers the official qualification to teach compulsory
basic education covering grades 1 to 9 (Jyrhdma and Maaranen, 2012). These teacher education
programs encompass both theoretical aspects of education and practical training periods (Kangas and
Harju-Luukkainen, 2021).
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Aspiring teachers are required to pass an examination as part of the admission process, done in a
cooperative network of teacher education programs across the country. As the examination is rigorous,
Finnish teacher education programs tend to attract older students compared to countries with similar
entrance examinations (Hauschildt et al., 2015). Finnish teacher training should proactively try to adapt
to global challenges by integrating sustainability, embracing multicultural and linguistic diversity, and
leveraging digitalization to enhance educational practices (Harju-Luukkainen and Kangas, 2021;
Maunula et al., 2023). Also, teacher shortage, especially in rural areas have raised national and
international concerns and the approach of blended teacher training programs have been considered
relevant when addressing these challenges. According to the Ministry of Education and Culture (2016)
in Finland, all learners have the right to high-quality teaching given by the teacher, The teaching staff
must therefore be qualified and pedagogically professional throughout the whole schooling path. This

must be ensured in the future as well regardless of region and educational institution.

Most of the teacher education programs in Finland are using face-to-face learning. After Covid-19,
blended teacher education programs have become important actors in Finnish teacher education. They
combine online digital media with traditional face-to-face classroom methods, providing a flexible and
accessible learning environment. This flexibility is crucial, especially in rural areas where teacher
shortages are prevalent. It allows for a more inclusive approach to education, ensuring that aspiring
teachers from various backgrounds and regions can receive high-quality training without the constraints
of distance. Blended studying and learning are therefore both possibilities but also challenges for adult
students and they require a special focus on pedagogy in both the planning and implementation of the
teaching (Masie, 2006). On the other hand, online learning activities are opening up new opportunities
for teacher education learning experiences (Maunula et al., 2023). The shaping of future teachers rests
in the hands of teacher education programs across the country and their instructors, necessitating their
evolution through ongoing, evidence-based research. In Finland, in this work, the implementation of a
strategic national research agenda on teacher education is essential, as documented by Kangas and
Harju-Luukkainen (2021) and Husu and Toom (2016).

Future objectives of teacher education in Finland

For the future of Finland, it's crucial to guarantee that every region has access to well-trained and
competent teachers and professionals. From these premises, in 2016 the Finnish government founded
a teacher education forum to guide and discuss the future needs of teacher education in Finland. The
founding document of the forum defines and predicts some of the existing and future challenges of the
teachers’ profession and states the goals for teacher education itself: “Teacher’s work is knowledge-
intensive expert work and demanding interactive work in changing contexts...For this demanding work,
a teacher needs versatile pedagogical skills and content knowledge, especially capabilities related to
learning and instruction, interaction, well-being and school development” (Husu and Toom, 2016).
Teacher education should provide readiness for the challenges of educational and teaching work. Some
of the skills must be included in basic education (especially broad-based basic competence). In
addition, it defined what kind of support and competence development is needed during the career. The

Teacher Education Forum has structured future objectives (Figure 1) for all teacher education in
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Finland. In this figure, future teacher competency is divided into three main themes. These are
Teacher’s wide basic knowledge, Teachers' expertise and creative agency, and Teachers developing
professional and organisational know-how (MINEDU, 2016, p.17).

* Deep competence of one’s ¢ Curriculum knowledge
knowledge area * Creativity, curiosity,
* Pedagogical expertise experimental,and

+ Understandingof societal, developmental courage

« Abilityto create together and
put innovationsto use (digital

global, and ethical questions
* Know-how invalues

* Emotionalinteractionand knowledge)
collaboration skills . * Abilityto reflect and evaluate
+ Competencein change - . Expertise * Abilityto change actions
Wide basic e
management and creative + Agency

knowledge

agency

Developing
professional and
organizational
know-how

+ Develop the school’ operational culture and network
* Personal developmentbased on self-assessment and research
* Networking competenciesin community

Figure 1: Objectives for future teacher competence in Finland (translated from Finnish, Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2016; 2022)

The Finnish education model's main goals, set out in 2016 by the Ministry of Education and Culture in
Finland, highlight the necessity for teachers to adopt a comprehensive pedagogical approach. This
approach includes a broad foundational knowledge and skills that drive innovation, both individually
and institutionally, along with lifelong learning abilities. Harju-Luukkainen et al. (2018), Harju-
Luukkainen and Kangas (2021), and Kangas and Harju-Luukkainen (2021) provide further insights on
this. In all this, pedagogy, according to Kangas et al. (2021), is shaped by theoretical disparities, values,
and beliefs of teachers, as well as by the objectives and directives of policymakers found in various
policy documents. This multi-dynamic perspective on pedagogy influences the teaching and learning
methods in teacher training programs, contributing to the evolving nature of pedagogical knowledge.
Ranta et al. (2023) describe pedagogy as both the art and science of teaching, which evolves through
research and the goals of policymakers and educational stakeholders. As society shifts, so does the
teaching profession. Kangas and Harju-Luukkainen's (2021) analysis of strategic policy documents on
early childhood teacher education in Finland suggests that teachers are expected to increasingly

embody a wider range of competencies in the future. According to the authors:

“Teachers should, for example, be aware of the psychological, physical, and social development
of children, and be competent to use this knowledge to support children individually as well as in
shared interaction. Further, teachers were expected in the future not only to follow the curriculum
or school operational culture but also to actively develop and change it through critical notions and
analysis. Teachers should be able to lead educational teams to make the “needed” changes.”
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For the developmental needs of teacher education, the perspective of teacher students in the training
programs could give valuable insight into the quality of programs and teachers’ preparedness but also
digital issues, global challenges, equity and inclusion and beyond that, the future teacher’s social
enhancement to the teachers’ role (see Maunula et al., 2023). In this study, the students of teacher
training programs are considered as a key stakeholder who could provide important knowledge based
on their personal experiences and reflection of the training they have had considering the teachers’ job,
skills and competencies. The insights gained from this research can help inform the development of
future policies and initiatives aimed at supporting the ongoing evolution of teacher education, while also

ensuring that the needs and perspectives of student teachers are considered.

Data and methods

The focus of this research is to gain insights into the perspectives of student teachers on the future of
teacher education. The students are key stakeholders of teacher education and they can be seen as
agents and experts of their learning and study paths. Following the epistemological orientation of this
study, the experiences, opinions, considerations, and critical voices of students considering their
education are valuable as such and are also essential for the future development of the teacher training
programs. From these premises, our research question is: "How do student teachers view the future

of teacher education?"

To answer this research question, data was collected through focus group discussions with student
teachers (N=45) at the Jyvaskyla University, Kokkola University Consortium in Finland in Autumn 2022
during the final trimester of the participants’ Master’s degree education. Students were conducting their
studies using web-based platforms in a blended training program and thus providing an ideal setting to
explore their views on the future of teacher education opportunities and challenges. Through the focus
group discussions, the researchers aimed to uncover students' thoughts and opinions on the changing
landscape of teacher education and how it aligns with the current policy frameworks and expectations

at the national level.

In the focus group discussions students were asked to exchange their views, experiences, and
initiatives through considering a question: "What will teacher education be like in the future in 20307?"
The shared discussions took for approximately 10-15 minutes and were recorded. The content of the
students' discussions was then transcribed from the recordings, allowing for differentiation between
different individuals while maintaining anonymity. As this was a focus group interview, the students
were not identified by identification codes in the quotations to respect their anonymity. The choice of
quotes considered the responses of the various students. Prior to the study, the students were informed
about the privacy notice and provided informed consent, the researcher would not transcribe nor
analyse the data before the students’ graduation to prevent ethical issues concerning students’ critical

voices and their grades.

The research data consisted of 14 pages of transcribed text, which contained rich content allowing for
a thorough exploration of the research question. The analysis of this research was theory oriented with

the framework based on educational strategy about refinements to teacher education by the Finnish
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Ministry of Education and Culture (2016). The data were analysed according to the three future strands
of this strategy: Teacher’s wide basic knowledge, Teachers' expertise and creative agency, and
Teachers’ developing professional and organisational know-how (MINEDU, 2016, p.17). The analysis
examined the content themes that emerged from the students discussions and identified more specific
content within them. The congruence of the study comes from an abductive approach through an
abductive reasoning process (Kovacs and Spens, 2005). In abductive analysis the theory-oriented
framework and the data are intertwined through the cyclical process of analysis in which the theoretical
phenomena, the future of teachers’ competencies, and the practice, future teachers’ considerations are
combined (Kovach and Spens, 2005). In an abductive process our aim was to determine the aspects
of the phenomenon of future education through the dialogue of the experiences of students and more
general process of policies of such situations (Danermark, 2001; Kévach and Spens, 2005). The
combination of the focus, data collection, analysis, and finally the findings of this research is designed
to form a holistic viewpoint to discuss the phenomenon of future education through the teachers’ skills.
In practice, the students’ interview data in transcribed form and the policy tool were both read through
several times, to identify the meanings of students’ ideas and experiences in the light of the research
question. The researcher participated in critical discussions concerning both the students’ voice and
the policy documents’ hidden meanings and, through that, constructed the findings presented in the

next part of the paper.

Research can uncover certain constraints that researchers need to acknowledge. First, it is important
to note that this study involved a relatively small sample of 45 students from a single cohort.
Nevertheless, qualitative research aims to provide an in-depth portrayal and comprehension of the
research phenomenon, making the magnitude or quantity of data less significant in determining
reliability (Patton, 2002). It should be noted, however, that the students' responses may have been
influenced by the fact that their own university was the research context and that their own teachers
were the interviewers. In addition, the future prospects perceived by this particular group of students
may be influenced by the trajectory of their educational pursuits. Consequently, different selections
could potentially yield different prognoses regarding the future of teacher education. However, the
epistemological starting point for qualitative research is epistemological and ontological constructivism,
whereby the research accepts that interpretation is subjective and that reaching students' experience
is always interpretive. Therefore, the collection of data was guided by the aspiration to address the
research question, particularly through a qualitatively comprehensive approach. Additionally, the
researcher's choices throughout the research process, including the utilization of concepts and
theoretical frameworks, influenced the research decisions. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that
this standpoint served as an openly declared foundation for the research. Moreover, different research

designs may lead to varying interpretations.

Results
The following section describes the findings divided into three categories that originate from the three
contextual strands of the education policy strategy concerning teacher education goals in the future:

Teacher’s wide basic knowledge, Teachers' expertise and creative agency, and Teachers' developing
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professional and organisational know-how. As presented earlier, these three categories are highlighted
as objectives for future teacher competency by the Ministry of Education and Culture in Finland (Ministry
of Education and Culture, 2016).

Teachers' wide basic knowledge

The Ministry of Education and Culture's teacher education development program emphasizes the need
for teachers to possess wide basic knowledge as the first main objective. The categories associated
with this area of competence (see Figure 1), were identified from the students’ reflections: in-depth
knowledge, pedagogical and didactic competence and emotional and interactional competence. The
students perceived that a teacher education program provided narrow expertise and limited preparation
for their future profession. They emphasized the need for a broader scope in teacher education and
addressed the need for continuous learning for teachers and thus the sustainable professional
development together with sustainability competencies needed in the future. These areas of
competence can be further considered through research skills and critical thinking, sustainability skills
and management of diverse learning environments including digital skills involved in the developmental

project.

In terms of pedagogical and didactical competencies, most of the students emphasized the practical
orientation towards teaching and described successful learning contexts that involved authentic
learning situations, case studies, and practical training considered the area of expertise of pedagogical
and didactic competence. Most of the students felt that theoretical knowledge was overshadowed by
practical exercises, and they expressed a need for support in linking theory and practice. However, the
theoretical knowledge gave them tools for critical thinking towards the training program and pedagogical
and didactic competencies were understood to develop further during the interaction and hands-on
practice.

"Even though this is a university education, there is still a desire for a more practical approach,
especially in multidisciplinary studies. The integration of theory and practice is crucial."

"We need a toolbox, understanding the different methods and possibilities to use them in schools.
We get them in written form, but we should try them out during face-to-face teaching. The
theoretical aspects can be learned through reading, but practical skills require hands-on
experience, such as participating in group exercises."

The competence of teacher education students was also characterized by the interaction, dynamic
approach, and critical thinking in crossing boundaries between praxis and theory. Expertise in pedagogy
is connected to the integration of subjectively acquired tacit knowledge and theoretical knowledge.
These mature students often have ample work experience from various fields. Integrative pedagogical
skills and knowledge were emphasized in students' self-regulation knowledge and skills, as well as

sociocultural knowledge.

“Even though this education is university-level teaching, | still crave a more hands-on approach.
Having worked in the field as a teacher, | know that it is indeed very practical and hands-on.”
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Many students also emphasized the emotional and interactional competence, and the importance
of future skills, particularly emotional and interactional competence, which they considered essential for
teachers in the area of knowledge of how to support diverse learners. Further on they linked the
interaction competencies with digital skills and management of diverse learning environments. They

highlighted the significance of emotional and interactional skills in the education of diverse learners.

"When | accidentally enrolled in the minor subject program for early childhood education, | noticed
that they focus more on the educational aspects of emotional and interactional skills. Perhaps these
should be mandatory in all teacher education or other courses since they are so crucial in today's
schools. We need tools for these skills... they should be mandatory."

“Yes, | have often thought about how much easier it would be to complete some of the courses
remotely. And when they have been here all along... Yes, as we talked about, there doesn't seem
to be a course that can't be done remotely via the online platforms. And maybe this has been
something that could be good in the future...”

The minor classes in this category were linked to educational disciplines and special education
competencies, which the students also expressed considerations focusing on their current skills and
professional learning needs in the future. Additionally, some of the students highlighted the issue of
inequality since not all students could afford further studies due to their associated costs. This was seen
as problematic from an equality perspective and affected the economic sustainability of education at

both individual and broader levels.

"Yeah. So currently, if it's just pre-primary and primary education, not everyone wants that. And if
you want something else, then it becomes paid. It feels strange."

"And it kind of narrows down the teachers' competencies... But it would be awesome if we could
study freely... | mean...you can study in an open university, but it's really unfortunate that it costs
750 euros, which is also what my minor subject costs me now, so it's a bit like... It feels odd that if
| want to invest in my future profession...then that becomes a paid choice. One could wish it could
widen the competence of professional development. One could develop expertise on a broader
scale...”

Further, this category encompasses aspects such as self-directed learning and sociocultural knowledge
also in the diverse and blended learning environment. In the future, the integration of these dimensions
was seen as important to be considered in teacher education programs, especially in context-related

studies.

Teachers' expertise and creative agency

The second strategic area for future teacher training according to the Finnish Ministry of Education and
Culture (2016) was teachers as experts and active agents. In this main category teacher students were
critically considering especially their skills of renewing and interpreting the curriculum in practice and
managing creative processes. The teacher’s role was seen in this main category to be linked with the
subcategories of socially sustainable goals as well as understanding and having skills for adjusting the

blended and digital learning tools in the policy document. Most of the teacher students highlighted their
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views of flexible study practices and in the subcategory self-regulation and independent study skills.
They also considered critically their personal needs, situations, and goals.

“Didn't we just have that praxis day as an example? We would have liked to have more of that kind
of thing... We would have liked to be able to face the situation ourselves or act it out, go through it
with detailed examples, or discuss it. Much more of that, instead of just being lectured for three
hours and then given some tasks. Personally, | feel that if we don't physically get to do the thing
ourselves, it doesn't integrate into our teaching practice as deeply.”

Many students reflected critically on the agency. Because most of them had already been in the
workplace, some over a decade, they questioned the role of these experiences and demanded more
value for them. The students’ highlighted how these experiences and sharing these would benefit their

peers and show the dynamic and versatile nature of the teaching profession.

“But | really liked this sense of community and this small group work, even though it has its own
challenges. When it works, it can also work very well, but if it doesn't, it doesn't necessarily promote
learning... Adding to this is the idea that even more is the education the experience that our
students already have in the field is utilized. That is, it would make more visible what kind of good
practices, and habits we students have already had there in working life. To let more of them go...”

One of the creative developmental ideas for future teacher education was to create with students a
shared portfolio, or toolbox, where students could share their experiences and co-design with peers
material for teachers’ daily work. Students contextualized that their previous working life experiences

and knowledge they acquired in studies could be merged through a material package.

"Actually, we've been thinking that we should make a common material bank. It could be one
development proposal, that those methods and tools coming from the university and from each of
us, considering the different subjects, but also in general to the everyday life of the school. So, the
fact that, in some way, at the beginning of the studies, the entire group of students could start
creating a toolkit together. Or how it would make sense to put it together, but that you could go into
working life with a ready-made toolkit!”

Finally, many of the students questioned the social sustainability questions considering adult education.
They raised the question of changing their life for the teacher education program and raised mental
health issues and socially safe surroundings.

“It's a pretty drastic bet to demand classroom-based learning for us coming from hundreds of
kilometres away... from your family and a safe environment in a completely foreign one... Being
alone in a strange city is quite a shock at first. And when the pace of studying is quite tight, you
don't want to get that social network piled up there at the place of study.”

The quote reflects the fact that students are aware of the different challenges associated with studying.
Mixed education can limit access to education and reduce the social dimension of learning. In the future,
the development of blended teacher education needs to be critically evaluated from the perspective of
students' economic and social agency.
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Teachers’ developing professional and organisational know-how

The third strategic area of future teacher education is development of professional and organizational
know-how. In this main category, most of the students hoped that previous experience and
competencies would be considered, and that the personalisation of studies would be the starting point

for teacher education.

“So that the diverse work experience and educational background of individuals are recognized
even better in education. So that not only the teaching expertise is reflected in those educational
backgrounds, but all the experience that adults have. That it is considered and can be better
utilized, and built upon, that multifaceted competence.”

Students used their personal experiences from the training program as an example to identify and justify
the blended and flexible means of education. They combined regulation skills and different study
techniques in the context of enabling personal schedules and goals for education. Teacher students
envision the broader and more systematic utilization of previous competences as a key element of
future teacher education. They felt that the appreciation of previous competence largely remains empty

words and is not concretely visible in educational practices.

“...Some [students] always go the fastest and are able to perform more efficiently. Some of them
need a passing lane or a deceleration lane. And its human nature to be able to offer different
options. You don't feel like you have to be able to stick to the same schedule, to graduate.”

“It is noticeable that we value prior knowledge, but when | myself have worked as a classroom
teacher for 10 years, and [my peer student]- has 20 years, we don't actually benefit or gain anything
from it. We do benefit to some extent; in that we can share experiences of how | have done
something and so on but utilizing our own expertise and potential has been somewhat
overshadowed.”

In students' views at the beginning of their studies, the implementation of personal recognition and
validation of skills could, at best, lead to differentiated instruction, which could also be interpreted as
diagnostic assessment. In this case, thorough mapping of students' starting points could serve as a
pedagogically justified basis for differentiated instruction. The curriculum, or ‘schedule’, was hoped to

have ‘room’ and possibilities for choices based on personal preferences.

“Yeah, so in that schedule, there would be space for additional subjects or extra classes. So, it
would lean more towards ensuring personal competence.”

As visions related to lifelong learning, we connected students' desires for shared experiences and
reflections. This also relates to the aforementioned curriculum structure, as a too tight and rigid

curriculum narrows the social dimension of learning.

“This teaching work involves so much interaction... All that sharing of experiences, and what |
mentioned earlier about hoping for more of that, collective reflection. So, giving more space to
thoughts.”


http://www.abdn.ac.uk/eitn

Education in the North 31(1) (2024) http://www.abdn.ac.uk/eitn 73

Discussion

This study focused on how student teachers in a blended learning program view the future of teacher
education in Finland. This paper has taken a pragmatic approach, focusing on the application of
research and policy to improve teacher education. The integration of Finnish educational policy strategy
into the training process, the focus on student teachers' views, and the categorization of their
experiences into themes aligned with policy guidelines all point toward an epistemological
understanding of knowledge as something that is actively constructed and adapted to real-world
contexts. The results of this study were divided into three thematic areas: Teachers’ wide basic
knowledge, Teachers’ expertise and creative agency, and Teachers’ developing professional and
organisational know-how, according to the Finnish Ministry’s strategy. The study highlighted the need
for teachers to possess broad-based pedagogical competence now and in the future as well. Teacher
students expressed the importance of in-depth knowledge, pedagogical and didactic competence, and
emotional and interactional competence. They also emphasized the need for continuous learning and
a broader scope in teacher education to address inequality in processes and ensure economic
sustainability in education referring to professional learning within the holistic pedagogical approach
(Kangas et al., 2021). Further, the teacher students highlighted the need for a balance between theory
and practice, recognition of prior experiences, and the development of personalized and flexible teacher
education programs. In the next section, we will discuss these further in connection to previous
research. At the end of this section, a suggested tentative framework for the development of dynamic

and sustainable pedagogy will be presented.

According to the results of this study, the vision of future teacher education expressed by student
teachers aligns with the competency goals set by the Future of Teacher Education Forum (2022) as
well as sustainable goals set by UNESCO 2019 (see Rubin and Brown 2019). This study addresses
critically the challenges of providing a broad initial teacher education with limited time for blended
training. It emphasizes the importance of integrating theoretical knowledge into authentic pedagogical
situations and the need for practical and authentic learning experiences. The student teachers' vision
of the future of teacher education is quite broad, reflecting the competency goals of the Future of
Teacher Education Forum (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2022), related to the broad competencies
of teachers, agency and creativity, and finally continuous and life-long learning. We linked these to the
students’ vision of broad initial teacher education, with the possibility for students to pursue a number
of different minor subjects to gain wider competencies. This poses challenges for the training provider,
given the short duration of blended training (Graham, 2006). A few years in teacher education cannot
cover all competencies a teacher should have. In service teacher training is therefore essential in
teachers’ professional growth but also in developing attitudes and values concerning the sustainable

nature of education.

A teacher is, every day, faced with different opportunities and challenges of teaching and interaction.
Therefore, the starting point for adult teacher education programs should be competence-based,
founded on students’ previous learning experiences. The identification and recognition of previous

experiences and competencies at the beginning of the training is pivotal. Students expressed a desire
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for individualization of learning, personalized and flexible learning pathways, with dynamic practices
and discussions. According to Jyrhdma and Maaranen (2012) the competency-based approach should
be a focal principle of Finnish teacher education. However, according to our results its implementation

in practice still needs ongoing development.

Based on critical considerations and the study's results as well as theoretical understanding of teacher
education, a tentative competency framework of student teachers was developed to guide the future
development of teacher education towards sustainable futures (Figure 2). The framework recognizes
the interconnectedness of different components and serves as a dynamic framework for future teacher
sustainable competency. Further, the figure identifies broader frameworks related to teacher education
and teacher professional development, which vary in different societal contexts, but are central to both
the reality of teachers' work and the starting points for teacher education. The future-oriented teacher
profession in changing and diverse environments requires continuous development in sustainable
ways. On the other edge of the framework, we can find societal values that are linked with education
policies. Policies guide the curriculum work that is dynamic and therefore should be in constant

discussion with the outer layers of this framework.
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Figure 2: Teacher education for a sustainable future — a tentative framework

In many countries, there is an "ideological monoculture", a capitalist economic and social model
affecting the values and objectives of the education system (Langdon, 2022). This ideological model
sets high, almost unreachable goals for pedagogical quality in education, also in teacher education
programs (Harju-Luukkainen and Kangas, 2021). If we, as teachers, are unable or unwilling to educate
ourselves as educators of the economic and ecological realities of the costs of capitalism, we will not
be able to move forward, let alone change our approaches to education towards living in harmony with
each other and the world, with the planet (Langdon, 2022). However, without a critical discussion about
the nature of these goals and the delivery process implemented in teacher education programs these

requirements cannot be reached (Kangas and Harju-Luukkainen, 2021). These global requirements
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place great demands on the pedagogy of teacher education. The desire for personalized and flexible
learning pathways reflects the competency-based approach in Finnish teacher education. The study
also highlights the importance of joint reflection and reflection-in-action for continuous professional
development. Therefore, there should be more room for critical discussion about the objectives, quality
and nature of teacher education in the future and new proposals for sustainable, dynamic and
pedagogical models and tentative frameworks are needed and should be discussed through future

research to identify existing gaps and answering the questions the future brings.

In conclusion, this study discusses the results with the aim of developing teacher education programs
that promote sustainable education and pedagogy through the integration of blended learning
opportunities (see Hays and Reinders, 2020). The discourse surrounding the development of teacher
education needs to be critically examined in its connection to societal progress and the construction of
the future. In future digitalized and blended learning teacher education, it is necessary to consider how
to effectively integrate these dimensions to develop high-level expertise. A common effort to strengthen
the sustainability perspective in the context of education seems to be to ensure the implementation of
socio-cultural knowledge and interaction in reforming teacher education and to enable the development

of students' self-regulation skills through different pedagogical means.
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