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To the reader

This report is a summary of an evaluation which assessed the implementation 
of vocational skills demonstrations; more specifically, it evaluated the implemen-
tation of all vocational skills demonstrations introduced into vocational basic 
education in 2006.1 

The evaluation focused on vocational skills demonstrations in vocational basic 
education. Thus, the objects of the evaluation included the vocational education 
providers and institutions, together with the qualifications and fields of study 
offered by these institutions. The contents, which were framed in accordance 
with a commission from the Ministry of Education (10/521/2008), covered the 
following aspects: 

•	 the applicability of the system of vocational skills demonstrations in prac-
tice, and in particular the planning, execution and evaluation of the voca-
tional skills demonstrations in collaboration with working life; 

•	 the achievement of the goals set for the vocational skills demonstrations;
•	 the cost effects of the vocational skills demonstrations;
•	 the administrative effects of the vocational skills demonstrations, includ-

ing requests for re-assessment.

1 Anttila, P., Kukkonen, P., Lempinen, P., Nordman-Byskata, C., Pesonen, K., Tuomainen, S., Hietala, R. & 
Räisänen, A. 2010. NÄYTTÖÄ ON! Ammattiosaamisen näyttöjen toteutuminen käytännössä. Koulutuksen 
arviointineuvoston julkaisuja 45. Jyväskylä. 
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The evaluation was organized through a network of evaluation experts during 
2008–2009. The data were collected from the education providers and also from 
qualification groups. In addition, the evaluation made use of some other data. 
The assessment was designed as a development-oriented evaluation, and it was 
criteria based. 

This report discusses and summarizes the collection of the evaluation data. It 
presents the analysis and results for each object of evaluation, and highlights 
those areas which, on the basis of the assessment, require further development. 
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The collection of the data  
and the analysis of the results

1. The aim of the evaluation was to assess the system of vocational skills dem-
onstrations; it was intended that the information would support further develop-
ment of the system and serve the purposes of those working on this develop-
ment, including education providers, educational institutions and administrative 
bodies. The evaluation further examined the special characteristics of various 
qualifications and fields of study. It was also seen as a tool for highlighting good 
practices, and for determining the factors leading to success or failure.  

2. The assessment took a development-oriented approach. The evaluation model 
used was the Common Quality Assurance Framework (CQAF) approved by the 
European Union. The assessment paid special attention to systematicity among 
education providers, and to overall management in the selected areas of assess-
ment.

3. The assessment encouraged the active participation of education providers, 
educational institutions, students, and representatives of working life in the plan-
ning and execution of the evaluation, and in dialogue and collaboration. The as-
sessment was based on a shared understanding that highlighted the multiplicity 
of the actors involved. 

4. The data were collected at various stages from the education providers and 
from qualification groups. It was intended that all the education providers would 
be included in the sample. In addition, the qualification-based data were col-
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lected as a selective sample, so that within the sample there would be 1–2 quali-
fications from every educational provider. Furthermore, the bodies responsible 
for vocational skills demonstrations answered a survey questionnaire aimed at 
them in particular. Altogether, 93.2% of the education providers returned data (in 
whole or in part). In addition, some other data were utilized.

5. The education providers described their actions related to the vocational skills 
demonstrations, and produced quantitative data. In addition, the qualification 
groups and the bodies responsible for vocational skills demonstrations described 
their own actions. Furthermore, for the purposes of self-evaluation the educa-
tion providers organized a team of experts from a wide range of sectors. The 
qualification-based data produced in this way emphasized, in particular, peda-
gogical questions and the special characteristics of various qualifications and 
fields of study. The self-evaluation produced information on the areas of strength 
and the areas requiring further development, in relation also to the purposes of 
the education providers themselves. In addition, it produced information on good 
practices. As a further measure, the evaluation group paid six on-site visits to 
different locations in Finland.  

6. The national evaluation took the form of an assessment by a network of ex-
perts. The external evaluation group included six experts. 

7. The evaluation data were analysed in two phases. The data produced by the 
education providers were analysed during the first phase. The overall under-
standing created in this way was deepened during the second phase through in-
formation provided by the qualification-based data and other sources, including 
interviews and six site visits. 

8. The assessment was based on predetermined criteria. In addition, the inter-
pretative analysis included a rating (0–195 points) and a personal report from 
every evaluator. For the purpose of assessing the results of the evaluation, the 
evaluation group set 57% of the total as the target level, corresponding to a grade 
of 2.75. 

9. The assessment of good practices emphasized the following criteria for good 
practices: they should be creative and innovative; they should be sensible and 
well-motivated; they should be pedagogically feasible and applicable to working 
life; they should demonstrate applicability as best practice, and be suitable for 
distribution as a good practice.  
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10. The evaluation also utilized material collected by the Finnish National Board 
of Education: records of costs and procedures, follow-up information on learning 
outcomes, and various other follow-up reports. 

11. Interviews with authorities were carried out after most of the results had been 
analysed. The interviewees included experts from the Ministry of Education and 
the Finnish National Board of Education. 

12. The interim report on the evaluation was delivered to the Ministry of Educa-
tion on August 30, 2008.
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Results
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The education providers were awarded points ranging from 9 to 178, and were 
then categorized according to the points given (see Figure 1). Figure 1 shows 
that a significant proportion of the education providers fell into the 81–100 point 
category. The points indicate considerable differences between the education pro-
viders. 

In addition to their total point score, the education providers were given a point 
score in relation to the target level set by the evaluation group (= 3  points, 
equivalent to grade 2.75). 

Figure 1.  The distribution of points given to the education providers (maximum = 195 
points).
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•	 Based on the total points scored, 31.9 % (n = 36) reached the target qual-
ity level, while 68.1 % (n = 77) did not reach it. 

•	 Altogether, 15.9% (n = 18) of the education providers exceeded the target 
level in all the areas examined, and 49.6% (n = 56) exceeded the target 
level in some of the areas evaluated. 

•	 34.5 % (n = 39) fell below the target level in all the areas evaluated.
•	 None of the education providers reached the maximum or fell to the bare 

minimum of points.

The following list presents in alphabetical order the education providers who, in 
all the areas examined, exceeded the quality target set by the evaluation group. 
Most of these education providers are small or medium-sized units, maintained 
by the private sector. However, this group also includes large education consor-
tiums and large cities. In addition, this group includes units maintained by the 
Evangelical-Lutheran Church, and folk high schools. 

Haaga Institute Foundation (Haaga Instituutti-säätiö)
Helsinki Deaconess Institute Foundation (Helsingin Diakonissalaitoksen säätiö)
Helsinki City Board (Helsingin kaupunginhallitus)
Finnish Association of People with Physical Disabilities (Invalidiliitto)
Orton Foundation (Invalidisäätiö)
Eastern Savo Municipal Federation of Education (Itä-Savon koulutuskunta-
yhtymä)
Jyväskylä Municipal Federation of Education (Jyväskylän koulutuskuntayhtymä)
Jyväskylä Christian Institute (Jyväskylän kristillinen opisto)
Association of Jyväskylä Institute of Home Economics (Jyväskylän Talouskoulu-
yhdistys ry)
Mercuria Business College (Kauppiaitten Kauppaoppilaitos)
Korpisaari Foundation (Korpisaaren säätiö)
Lahti Deacony Foundation (Lahden Diakoniasäätiö)
Optima
Lahti Region Educational Consortium (Päijät-Hämeen koulutuskonserni)
Rovaniemi Municipal Federation of Education (Rovaniemen koulutuskunta-
yhtymä)
Foundation of Finnish Business College (Suomen Liikemiesten Kauppaopiston 
Säätiö)
City of Tampere (Tampereen kaupunki)
Association of Tampere Institute of Home Economics (Tampereen Talouskoulu-
yhdistys ry)
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The actions that were managed best by the education providers were related to 
planning and outlining, and to the practical execution of vocational skills dem-
onstrations (Figure 2). The weaker areas consisted of follow-up and evaluation, 
and the systematic improvement and development of the vocational skills dem-
onstrations. 

Figure 2.  The education providers’ average score per area of action.
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•	 Large education providers exceeded the target level more often than small 
or medium-sized education providers. In addition, multi-disciplinary units 
exceeded the target level more often than units with a single discipline. 

•	 The top 20%  included both small and large education providers, single- and 
multi-disciplinary units, and various forms of ownership. The bottom 20%, 
too, included education providers from various backgrounds. All three edu-
cation providers in the highest category were from the private sector. Ten 
education providers did not participate in the evaluation at all. 

•	 As regards the vocational skills demonstrations, there is variation in the qual-
ity of action of the education providers, ranging from comprehensive and sys-
tematic management to delegation of the demonstrations to individual teach-
ers. The planning and practical execution of the vocational skills demonstra-
tions was better than the follow-up and evaluation, improvement and devel-
opment, or the results obtained. Only some of the education providers have 
an organized feedback system for students, teachers and workplace instruc-
tors, and only some of them collect quantitatively measurable information on 
the vocational skills demonstrations. In addition, there was a clear need for 
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the teachers, teams, and units to go further in developing self-evaluation, so 
that they could learn from others and distribute their own good practices. 

•	 Education providers differ from each other in terms of the techniques for 
improvement and development which they apply to vocational skills demon-
strations. Some education providers are very development-oriented in their 
approach, whereas others look for national guidance. 

•	 The education providers had differing ideas concerning the results they 
gained and the impact of the vocational skills demonstrations. In general, 
the demonstrations were considered successful. In addition, the education 
providers, the teachers, the students and the working life experts all agreed 
that vocational skills demonstrations are necessary. They also stressed that 
on-the-job learning has enhanced the execution and completion of vocational 
skills demonstrations. 

•	 Education providers using Finnish as their primary language are somewhat 
better at administering the vocational skills demonstrations than units pro-
viding education in Swedish, although the differences are not substantial. 

•	 Multi-disciplinary education providers administer vocational skills demon-
strations better than single-disciplinary education providers. Single-discipli-
nary units are often smaller in size. 

•	 Medium-sized and large education providers are almost equally good in all 
the areas examined. By contrast, small units are weaker in all the areas. 
Differences related to size were more discernible in education provided in 
Swedish.  

•	 The average quality level of the education providers in the province of South-
ern Finland is better than that of the others, except for education providers in 
the province of Lapland, who excelled in some individual areas of evaluation. 
In Oulu province, half of the education providers did not reach the target level 
in any of the areas examined, and none of the education providers reached 
the target level in all of the areas examined. The situation was almost the 
same in Eastern Finland. By contrast, in Southern Finland more than a fifth 
of the education providers exceeded the target level. 

•	 There are no significant differences between the education providers related 
to their ownership structure. 
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Vocational skills demonstrations
support an approach which is 
oriented to working life

Vocational skills demonstrations have enhanced a working-life oriented approach 
in education. The demonstrations are organized in collaboration with working 
life in the form of large scale vocational skills demonstrations at actual workplac-
es. The integration of demonstrations into on-the-job learning has furthered the 
achievement of this goal. The strength of the demonstrations lies in the opportu-
nities they provide for the students to show their knowledge and skills in actual 
working-life situations. This enhances their self-confidence, their motivation to 
study and their working-life skills. 

In addition, vocational skills demonstrations have increased the teachers’ knowl-
edge concerning working life. This has a significant impact on reaching the goals 
set for a working-life orientation in vocational education, and for its quality as-
surance. Furthermore, this system provides working life with opportunities to 
impact on education and particularly its working-life orientation. Diverse sectors 
of working life appreciate vocational skills demonstrations.  

Vocational skills demonstrations require that education providers should be in 
continuous contact with working life, and that teachers should be in constant 
contact with workplaces. For the education providers, the body responsible for 
vocational skills demonstrations also provides a connection to working life. Ac-
cording to many informants, the vocational advisory councils have functioned 
more effectively since the introduction of the vocational skills demonstrations. 
Some good collaboration models have been created, between the bodies respon-
sible for vocational skills demonstrations and the vocational advisory councils. 



15

Vocational skills demonstrations 
on their own do not support 
students’ integration into  
working life

Statistical information on the students’ employment was not collected during 
the evaluation, since such information was seen as insufficient for indicating the 
impact of vocational skills demonstrations on the employment of the students. 
The data suggest that vocational skills demonstrations develop the students’ vo-
cational skills, but that the demonstrations alone do not improve students’ inte-
gration into working life. According to the education providers, learning on the 
job is of greater significance to the students’ employment than vocational skills 
demonstrations. However, vocational skills demonstrations are by no means seen 
as meaningless. Their positive effects on employment manifest themselves par-
ticularly as an increase in a working-life perspective, and a new orientation.  

In addition to the overall impact mentioned above, certain other factors are rec-
ognized, including the labour market situation and regional factors; these are 
generally considered to have a greater impact on employment than vocational 
skills demonstrations. 
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Vocational skills demonstrations
standardize student assessment 

Vocational skills demonstrations have standardized the assessment of vocation-
al education students, and decreased the differences between different fields of 
study and qualifications. This development has been supported by the joint na-
tional curriculum, by the assessment criteria, by vocational skills demonstrations 
data, and by the training of teachers and workplace instructors. The new require-
ments for qualifications will also standardize student assessment in the future.  

There are field-specific differences in student assessment related to vocational 
skills demonstrations, such that students of different disciplines are not on an 
equal footing in the assessment. There are differences in the standards of the 
tasks, the environments required, the assessment criteria, and the evaluators’ 
abilities to assess the students’ skills. In addition, there are differences between 
teachers’ participation in the student assessment.   

According to the teachers, the assessment carried out in the workplaces is unreli-
able. Most of the problems concern the differences between workplaces, and the 
tendency of workplace instructors to rate the students’ performance too highly. 

The students’ grading scale was changed retroactively from a five-point scale to 
a three-point scale during the evaluation project. According to the students, the 
grading scale is very unfair. Furthermore, it impairs motivation, since it no longer 
distinguishes between the skills of different students. According to the evalua-
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tion team, the change in the grading scale improves the reliability of student as-
sessment, but it does not distinguish between students or their skills. 

The standardization of student assessment is a continuous process. From the 
point of view of assessment and fairness, it is important that there should be 
pedagogical development, during which workplace instructors and teachers from 
different fields look critically at their own practices in guiding and assessing. 
In developing teaching, learning and assessment practices, different fields and 
qualifications can learn from each other.
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Vocational skills demonstrations
improve the quality of education

The quality of education involves many factors, and vocational skills demon-
strations carried out as a part of student assessment form one these factors. Vo-
cational skills demonstrations alone are not enough for the quality assurance 
of education. Vocational skills demonstrations enhance students’ working-life 
orientation, but their greatest strength lies in the collaboration between the work-
place instructors and the education providers. This does not merely support stu-
dents’ development, but benefits all parties. The quality of education is decreased 
when there are significant differences between the students’ workplaces, and in 
guidance and assessment.  



19

Vocational skills demonstrations
highlight pedagogical challenges

The introduction of vocational skills demonstrations has developed and contin-
ues to develop vocational education and training. However, according to the data, 
there are signs of exhaustion among education providers and qualifications, in 
the face of continuous development and change. Particular criticism was directed 
at the bureaucratic and normative nature of vocational skills demonstrations. 
Instead of this reform, which was seen as technical in nature, many informants 
would have welcomed changes on the pedagogical side. What they want is a 
working-life orientation in teaching and learning, innovative models of action, 
and a change in the pedagogical and managerial culture.   
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Practices in vocational
skills demonstrations 

The reform focuses on norms and resources

The introduction of vocational skills demonstrations puts the spotlight on the 
technical side of official decisions and their implementation. The education pro-
viders have put vocational skills demonstrations into practice in accordance with 
the norms and the schedule defined by the authorities. There is strong commit-
ment to national goals and official guidelines. 

Some of the education providers have been successful in organizing vocational 
skills demonstrations, and related pedagogical development. Not all the educa-
tion providers have outlined their pedagogical procedures, choosing simply to 
incorporate the national principles and guidelines within their own curricula and 
principles, without modification. Some education providers have not issued any 
such guidelines, in which case the responsibility has been shifted to individual 
units and teachers. 

The education providers are critical of the reform, seeing it as system- and norm-
centred. In their view, the biggest problem is the tedious and bureaucratic im-
plementation of vocational skills demonstrations. Some education providers are 
tired of continuous development and of changes that come on top of each other.   

The lack of guidelines, and the problems in translating guidelines into practice 
suggest inadequacies in pedagogical management. In addition, the education pro-
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viders’ subject-based curriculum creates a problem, since it does not support the 
development of working-life oriented skills and competence.  

Pedagogical management is a key issue 

Weaknesses in pedagogical management (i.e. managerial processes) have re-
sulted in vocational skills demonstrations – and teaching in general – becoming 
the responsibility of individual teachers or qualification-based teams. Thus, the 
general standard suffers and vocational skills demonstrations differ according to 
institutions, teachers and teams. 

The greatest obstacle to pedagogical changes lies in the teachers’ complex and 
differing collective bargaining agreements. Further obstacles lie in a resource-
centred orientation and in field-specific practices.  

Vocational skills demonstrations increase the challenges to pedagogical manage-
ment. The greatest challenges involve the abandonment of school-like practices, 
the standardization of vocational skills demonstrations and the strengthening of 
teacherhood.  According to the evaluation team, it is important that an emphasis 
on standardization should not lead to an increase in norms and bureaucracy. 

The work of teachers is changing 
 
The evaluation highlighted the enormous changes taking place in the teachers’ 
profession and work. One might even see in this a paradigm shift in the teaching 
profession. The work of teachers has changed into working-life oriented guid-
ance, and it now focuses on the guidance of pedagogical processes and overall 
management. Instead of lessons, the work concentrates on planning, on the guid-
ance and training of workplaces and students, and on setting up conditions for 
all this to take place. Quality assurance, supervision and student assessment also 
belong to the teacher’s role.   

The teachers see a problem in the increased amount of (as they see it) bureau-
cratic “paperwork”. A further practical problem arises from the large number of 
vocational skills demonstrations modules. In some cases the teachers’ workload 
has increased significantly, due to the fact that the teachers have not abandoned 
their former methods of assessment.
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Different ideas on the role of the administrative bodies
 
The education providers have organized the administrative board for vocational 
skills demonstrations according to the guidelines provided by the authorities. 
Nevertheless, there is great variation in the number of these bodies, and in their 
structure, tasks and ways of working. 
 
The vocational skills demonstrations body has increased the working-life orien-
tation of the demonstrations. It has a significant role in the quality assurance of 
student assessment, and in communicating the perceptions of different interest 
groups on how the demonstrations should be developed. Some of the education 
providers have not known how to make use of this body, regarding it merely as 
an administrative entity – as an enforcer or formal procedural body which merely 
adds to paperwork and bureaucracy.

The evaluation showed that vocational skills demonstrations bodies formed in 
different ways can succeed in their tasks equally well. Some bodies have suc-
ceeded in ensuring field-specific expertise by making use of professional advi-
sory committees when dealing with field- and qualification-specific matters.

Particular problems were mentioned concerning inadequate field- and qualifica-
tions-based expertise among the vocational skills demonstrations bodies, and the 
responsibility of chairpersons in signing certificates. In some large units the lack 
of expertise has resulted in a lack of trust in the body concerned.  

Some of the bodies are firmly controlled by educational institutions. In many 
cases the chairperson of the body is a representative of the education provider, 
such as the principal. However in some cases the chairperson is a representative 
of working life. 

Planning vocational skills demonstrations is the teacher’s responsibility 

Teachers, educational leaders and coordinators are responsible for drawing up 
the vocational skills demonstrations and getting them approved by the voca-
tional skills demonstrations bodies. Teachers are also responsible for planning 
demonstrations on behalf of individual students. In addition, the student and the 
workplace frequently participate in the planning of individual demonstrations. 

There is some variation in the practices of finding a workplace for vocational 
skills demonstrations and getting the demonstrations approved, depending on 
the field of study and the qualification aimed at. In general, teachers check the 
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workplace and its suitability as a site for demonstrations before the on-the-job 
learning period begins, and before the workplace has been approved for these 
demonstrations. In some cases the students’ workplaces are located at a consid-
erable distance, and this incurs travelling expenses for the teachers. In practice, 
teachers often cannot visit remote sites, which means the students do not have 
the opportunity to receive the teacher’s guidance, and the teacher cannot partici-
pate in the assessment of demonstrations or in the evaluation discussion.  

Guidance counselling is divided between teachers and workplace instructors

Teachers are responsible for student counselling and preparation, and also for 
the assessment of their qualifications before the vocational skills demonstrations, 
even if the workplace instructor’s responsibility is highlighted during the on-the-
job learning period. Preparations for the actual demonstrations are made care-
fully, with checks made at the same time to ensure that the student has whatever 
is required to get through the demonstration. All in all, the students are quite 
satisfied with the guidance and preparation provided for the demonstrations.  

Inadequacies in recognizing and giving credit for students’ skills

In their curricula, the education providers have defined principles for recogniz-
ing previously acquired skills, and giving credit for such skills. 

In general, the students complete all the required modules within their formal 
education. No practices emerged concerning giving credit for students’ summer 
jobs. Although there are no practical obstacles to giving credit for students’ skills, 
the students in question cannot speed up the completion of their studies. Instead, 
they end up studying according to the same schedule as all the others. 

In relation to vocational skills demonstrations, there are inadequacies in recog-
nizing and giving credit for skills – or else there is no recognition at all. In addi-
tion, the need to give credit for previously acquired skills did not emerge in the 
evaluation.

A shift from modules towards wide-ranging vocational skills demonstrations 

Vocational skills demonstrations have been organized as both wide-ranging dem-
onstrations and as modules. The number of modules varies greatly according to 
the field, the qualification studied for, and the education provider. However, there 
is an ongoing shift from modules to more comprehensive demonstrations. 



24

Vocational skills demonstrations mount up during the third academic year. At 
this point there is the possibility of organizing demonstrations that would as-
sess the overall development of vocational skills, and wide-ranging knowledge. 
Vocational skills demonstrations placed at the end of the education can provide 
students with an opportunity to show their skills, and to combine elements that 
have been learnt in various contexts. In addition, this can give a picture of the 
skills and knowledge acquired during the entire period of education. 

Generally speaking, it was considered justified to spread vocational skills dem-
onstrations over several academic years, covering the entire period of education. 
Nevertheless, arguments were also presented in favour of offering extensive voca-
tional skills demonstrations during the final academic year. Vocational skills dem-
onstrations would then bring different aspects of study together, and give a picture 
of students’ overall vocational skill development. According to some informants, 
the current demonstrations, spread over the whole period of education, produce 
less reliable information on students’ skills than could be obtained via demonstra-
tions organized towards the end of the studies. Such demonstrations would be 
closer to the final exams that used to be organized at the end of education. 

Demonstrations often take place within the educational institution, not the 
workplace 

Vocational skills demonstrations are organized extensively in working life, and 
they are integrated with on-the-job learning. However, in some fields and quali-
fications, it has not been possible for working life to provide demonstrations that 
would meet the set goals. Instead, education providers have been forced to or-
ganize the demonstrations within their educational institutions. The percentage 
of such demonstrations varies from 0 to 97%, depending on the qualifications 
aimed at. In some qualifications (aircraft fitting, navigation, sign language) all 
the demonstrations have been organized within the educational institution In 
contrast, for example in social fields and health care, almost all the demonstra-
tions have been organized within the workplace. 

The extent to which demonstrations are organized in the workplace depends on 
the field of study and the qualification, the structure of industry in the region, the 
possibilities for individual workplaces to organize demonstrations, students’ per-
sonal issues, the stage students have reached in their studies, and the perceptions 
of the teachers. Many demonstrations in the early stages of education have been 
organized within the educational institutions. The proportion of demonstrations 
organized within educational institutions is thought to have increased during the 
current economic recession. 
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There is disagreement on the extent to which the vocational skills demonstra-
tions organized within educational institutions meet the requirements of work-
ing life. The following views have been expressed: 

•	 vocational skills demonstrations are organized in educational institu-
tions in environments that are similar (or almost similar) to those in 
actual workplaces;

•	 demonstrations organized in educational institutions are not equivalent 
to demonstrations organized in working life; 

•	 the educational institution is often more up-to-date in its equipment and 
facilities than any workplace. 

In organizing demonstrations the focus is shifting toward working life. However, 
the evaluation team believes that in some cases demonstrations within educa-
tional institutions will continue to be justified. In fact, they may enable a more 
extensive demonstration and assessment of the student’s skills and knowledge 
than any single workplace can offer. Factors such as the time required for doing 
the demonstration may be taken into account better in the educational institution 
than in the workplace. 

There are nevertheless some problems concerning demonstrations organized in 
the educational institutions. As an environment, the educational institution may 
lack some elements typical of a real workplace (for example, customer service 
and social factors). There is a tendency for some units, fields of study and indi-
vidual teachers to justify having vocational skills demonstrations within educa-
tional institutions, instead of in working life. According to the evaluation team, 
this runs the risk of demonstrations turning into an institution-centred practice, 
or else being tied to the culture of the field of study or to the preferences of a 
single teacher. This is a particular concern in fields of study and qualifications 
where most of the demonstrations are already organized at the educational insti-
tutions. According to the evaluation team, the primary goal in every field of study 
and qualification should be for demonstrations to be organized at the workplace. 

Vocational skills demonstrations as a method of student assessment 

Vocational skills demonstrations are a means of student assessment. Some teach-
ers’ assessment methods have changed, while some teachers have not given up 
their old methods of assessment. In the latter case, the demonstrations have 
meant extra work coming on top of other teaching tasks. This problem has been 
recognized and teachers have started to question their own practices in this re-
gard.  
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Taken in conjunction with the foundations laid down in the curriculum, the na-
tional vocational skills demonstrations data and the criteria available for demon-
strations have created a solid basis for the evaluation of the demonstrations. The 
national vocational skills demonstrations data and the evaluation criteria have 
been indispensable at the initial stages. Nevertheless, if applied too rigidly, the 
guidelines can lead to mechanical execution of the vocational skills demonstra-
tions, and may make it difficult to modify student assessment. 

The national vocational skills demonstrations data and evaluation criteria drawn 
up by the Finnish National Board of Education are widely used and they have 
been an asset in executing vocational skills demonstrations. However, the na-
tional vocational skills demonstrations data and criteria applied to the demon-
strations are seen as too demanding, difficult to understand and alien to working 
life. Furthermore, in some areas the principles drawn up in the curriculum are 
not considered sufficiently oriented to working life.

There is variation in the extent to which teachers participate in the assessment of 
the students. In demonstrations organized within the educational institutions the 
teachers’ role is paramount. However, teachers do not always participate in the 
actual assessment of the demonstrations organized in the workplaces, although 
they often may participate in prior discussions with the student and the work-
place instructor regarding evaluation. In practice this means that the multifacet-
ed nature of evaluation (involving teacher, instructor and student) does not enter 
into the actual evaluation. It is the nevertheless the teacher who is responsible for 
the evaluation discussion, for the evaluation summary, and for the grade.  

Practical problems weaken the students’ legal protection in the evaluation of 
demonstrations. The teachers have rather limited possibilities for participating in 
the demonstrations and in the assessment, except when the demonstrations are 
organized within educational institutions. Conversely, working life experts are 
not easily available for demonstrations organized within educational institutions. 
Workplace instructors have limited resources for guiding and assessing students. 
In practice, it is sometimes difficult to find time for evaluation discussions with 
all parties present – the student, the teacher and the workplace instructor. 

Although the evaluation system is seen as fulfilling its purpose from the students’ 
point of view, the reliability of the assessment has been questioned. Factors that 
have an impact on the reliability of the evaluation include the assessors’ evalua-
tion skills, limitations in the demonstration environment, the standard required 
in the tasks, and in general, the evaluators’ abilities to interpret the evaluation 
criteria and the student’s knowledge. Particular mention was made of the evalu-
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ators’ weak assessment skills and of their ability to interpret difficult evaluation 
criteria. Furthermore, unreliability is seen as resulting from instability in the 
workplace itself, and from teachers’ limited resources for participating in the 
student assessment.  
  
There have been few requests for rectification

The students had made no requests for rectifications, except for individual cases 
in social fields, health care and sports studies, technical studies, transportation 
and logistics, hotel and restaurant service, and business and administration. 
Thus, requests for rectification have not incurred costs, and have had no admin-
istrative consequences. 

Vocational skills demonstrations with special groups and with students abroad 

With immigrants the vocational skills demonstrations are carried out accord-
ing to the same principles as with students in general. The implementation of 
vocational skills demonstrations then requires more preparation, more thorough 
examination of the instructions and tasks, and possibilities for the students to 
check questions they are uncertain about due to (for example) language prob-
lems. 

In addition, in the case of students with special needs, demonstrations are main-
ly organized according to the same principles as for other students. Vocational 
skills demonstrations for such students are organized in educational institutions 
in addition to workplaces. Some education providers have channelled vocational 
skills demonstrations for special-needs students into the educational institutions. 
 
Vocational skills demonstrations organized abroad are extremely rare. 

Collaboration poses severe challenges

The organization of vocational skills demonstrations is very discipline- and 
teacher-centred. There is little collaboration between units, fields of study or 
qualifications, and not much learning from others.  

The problem workplaces face is that the education providers, fields of study, and 
educational institutions have different practices regarding vocational skills dem-
onstrations. For example, there is no standardization of the forms to be filled 
in. This is a particular problem in the greater Helsinki area, although work on 
combining and standardizing different practices has begun. The problem is ag-
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gravated by the fact that polytechnics organize their training periods in the same 
workplaces, and they, too, have different practices.  

The evaluation team sees it as important for education providers working in the 
same field of education to create standardized practices. This challenge applies 
to the different units of the education providers (the educational institutions), 
fields of studies and qualifications. From the point of view of working life, this 
challenge extends also to the polytechnics. 

Learning environments enable demonstrations based on the requirements 
specified
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
Education providers have been able to meet the challenge of updating learn-
ing environments in aspects such as equipment, tools and facilities. The tools, 
equipment and facilities of the units are considered sufficiently up-to-date for 
demonstrations to be arranged in educational institutions in ways that meet the 
requirements of working life. Indeed, in individual cases the educational units’ 
equipment and facilities are even more state-of-the-art than those in working life.  

Haphazard allocation of human resources

The staffing required by vocational skills demonstrations is organized according 
to teaching resources, and the economic resources allocated to teaching. There 
are great variations in the teaching resources made available for vocational skills 
demonstrations. The factors entering into the calculation are extremely complex. 
Some education providers have not allocated extra resources to vocational skills 
demonstrations. 

The demonstrations have to a considerable extent been combined with on-the-job 
learning. In these cases, demonstrations have been organized by changing the 
guidance applied to on-the-job learning. In this way it has become possible to 
make room for the work required by the demonstrations, in such a way that it is 
the work that has changed – not the resources. Some informants stress that the 
need for extra staffing is due to the system being in its initial phase. They predict 
that matters will even out once practices become established. 

There are great challenges concerning teachers’ working hours and their alloca-
tion. According to the qualification groups, demonstrations can succeed only 
if they are provided with proper resources. According to the evaluation team, 
simply increasing the available resources is not the answer: the key is to fo-
cus current resources differently while the teachers’ work is changing. The data 
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collected indicate that broadly speaking, the demonstrations have not  changed 
teachers’ ways of working or their pedagogical practices. Nevertheless, the dem-
onstrations have indeed meant extra work for the teachers. 

In addition to changes in the teachers’ work, some education providers have hired 
planners, pedagogical managers and coordinators for the practical organization 
of vocational skills demonstrations and for the overall development of vocational 
education. Some have established units to coordinate vocational skills demon-
strations, on-the-job learning and collaboration with working life. Education pro-
viders have had the resources to develop teachers’ and workplace instructors’ 
skills and to invest in basic training for working life. In addition, many education 
providers have made use of external resources for aspects such as the education 
of teachers and workplace instructors, and for various developmental projects. 

It will be necessary to pay attention to staffing resources in the future. There is 
an ongoing need for measures such as the orientation and training of workplace 
instructors, and also for refresher courses for persons who have previously been 
trained as workplace instructors. The lack of trained workplace instructors is a 
problem, particularly in smaller workplaces. 

Because “none of the old practices have been abandoned” and because vocational 
skills demonstrations constitute extra work, there has been an increase in the 
teachers’ workload and additional pressure on costs. The evaluation team con-
siders this to be a serious risk, and also a sign of a lack of change in underlying 
pedagogical structures and cultural factors. 

The evaluation team takes the view that the action taken so far can appropriately 
be described as resource-oriented rather than pedagogy-oriented. According to 
the evaluation team, this situation is related to the teachers’ complex and diverse 
collective bargaining agreements, and to the multiplicity of practices and tech-
niques used for estimating and calculating resources. In fact, these factors pre-
vent education providers from developing standardized education and pedagogy 
in different fields. All this means that we cannot change pedagogical culture 
until teachers’ collective bargaining agreements have been developed and stand-
ardized. The primary point of departure for changing the teachers’ collective 
bargaining agreements should be the changes and challenges in the teachers’ 
work and working environments. 
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Cost effects do exist, but the funding is sufficient  

Estimating the costs incurred by vocational skills demonstrations is impossible 
due to the differences in the allocation of resources and inadequacies in the 
follow-up. According to the education providers, the cost effects are manageable. 
The cost effects are expected to even out as procedures become established. The 
cost effects derive mainly from the planning linked to the launching of the sys-
tem, plus the cost of lessons, administration and development. 

Many education providers and qualification groups agree that they have very 
good economic resources for carrying out vocational skills demonstrations, and 
that a lack of resources is not an obstacle to carrying out the demonstrations. 
In spite of this good point of departure, the evaluation highlighted the need to 
increase the funding of vocational skills demonstrations, and in particular the 
funding of lessons.
 
The procedures for planning resources for vocational skills demonstrations and 
for following up cost effects are disorganized. The goals and means of assess-
ment are lacking, and as a result of this, it is difficult to follow up cost effects and 
make economic predictions. The allocation of economic resources reflects the 
managerial and operational culture as a whole. 

According to the evaluation team, the problem is not the lack of economic re-
sources, but the management of economic resources. There are significant varia-
tions regarding the planning of vocational skills demonstrations, funding teach-
ers’ work, following up cost effects and making financial forecasts.  
 
Funding designated for development, distributed through the Finnish National 
Board of Education, has had a significant impact on the development of voca-
tional skills demonstrations. The Finnish National Board of Education has dis-
tributed funding for on-the-job learning and vocational skills demonstrations (1.2 
million Euros of discretionary state funding). The problem lies in the allocation 
of the development funds. Active education providers can be assumed to benefit 
from this funding, in the sense that the greatest problems related to organizing 
demonstrations will not surface in the actions of these providers. In addition to 
the accumulation of designated funding, there is a problem of designated fund-
ing which remains unused, and which may even be received and subsequently 
returned.  
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Administrative effects are minimal and manageable 

The documentation of the evaluations, vocational skills demonstrations, and oth-
er paper work have all increased the administrative burden, which applies not 
just to teachers, but also to educational managers and secretaries. The adminis-
trative repercussions result mainly from student assessment documentation and 
the actions of the vocational skills demonstrations body. As regards the adminis-
trative effects, criticism was directed at the bureaucratic nature of the system, the 
amount of documentation and the rigidity of the decision making. More specifi-
cally, teachers criticized the amount of work caused by student assessment, plus 
the distant nature and formal role of the vocational skills demonstrations body. 
In a similar vein, the abundance of vocational skills demonstrations modules 
has increased the amount of documentation work which teachers are obliged to 
carry out.  

Challenges in the assessment of learning outcomes 

On the one hand, the nation-wide follow-up evaluation of learning outcomes is 
considered a positive issue. Informants expressed a wish to expand this evalu-
ation to all basic studies and qualifications. In addition, people appreciate the 
opportunity to receive comparative material. On the other hand, the system is 
considered tedious and too extensive in relation to what the learning outcomes 
actually tell us about the students’ skills and knowledge. Critical comments were 
expressed during the collection of learning outcomes (i.e. during the first and the 
second academic years). In addition, some informants questioned the follow-up 
on learning outcomes and the relevance of the results in relation to the needs of 
working life. 

The evaluation highlighted the need to schedule the assessment of learning out-
comes towards the end of the education. According to some informants, the na-
tional final exams (which were organized in the past) would provide a better 
yardstick for learning outcomes than the data provided by the vocational skills 
demonstrations. 

The education providers’ and the teachers’ perception of good grades is supported 
by the students’ grades for the vocational skills demonstrations, as collected by 
the education providers and the qualification groups. A similar picture emerged 
from the follow-up information on learning outcomes obtained by the Finnish 
National Board of Education. The grades fell mainly between good (3-) and excel-
lent (5).  
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An additional complication in the assessment of learning outcomes lies in the 
fact that the rating scale has changed to a three-point scale. The rating scale no 
longer distinguishes between students, producing instead a highly predictable 
result (most of the students receive grade 2). This is one reason why the cur-
rently tedious follow-up system no longer makes sense. Instead, the assessment 
of learning outcomes should be developed and carried out as an element in field- 
and qualification-specific overall evaluation.  
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National guidance

Education providers are satisfied with the national guidance available and the 
support received through it, in particular in terms of funding. However, the na-
tional guidance is also criticized. The guidelines provided by the authorities are 
considered too administration-centred and normative. Hence, the execution and 
development of vocational skills demonstrations is seen as bureaucratic, system-
oriented, and restrictive in relation to the education providers’ own responsibili-
ties and decision making. For example, the detailed nature of the national core 
curriculum has in some cases forced the education providers and teachers to 
increase the amount of competence testing and modules involving vocational 
skills demonstrations.  

The education providers identified a failure on a national level, in terms of com-
bining the reformation of the requirements of qualifications with the develop-
ment of vocational skills demonstrations and with national evaluations. They 
saw a specific problem in the scheduling of the vocational skills demonstrations 
reforms. This was perceived as conflicting with the qualification reforms.
 
The most critical statements were linked, on the one hand, to the over-hasty in-
troduction of vocational skills demonstrations (in a strictly predetermined form, 
throughout the whole system), and on the other hand, to the stretching out of 
the reforms over a long period of time. Some education providers would welcome 
concrete advice, answers and instructions from the Finnish National Board of 
Education. In particular, they desire clear criteria and material. Some look for 
new models of action. In addition, informants highlighted the need for support 
for evaluation, with yardsticks for assessment, auditing and learning from others. 
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Other factors, too, have
an impact on vocational
skills demonstrations

The broader strategy for vocational institutions has affected the implementa-
tion of vocational skills demonstrations. Mergers between education providers 
have focused attention on and drawn resources to structural, administrative and 
financial issues. At the same time, pedagogical and cultural questions  have 
remained in abeyance. Other organizational changes carried out during recent 
years loom in the background of many mergers. They have consumed staffing 
resources, particularly with respect to teachers, and have had an impact on the 
overall mood.  

In spite of many changes in the working environment, many education providers, 
managers and teachers see possibilities in the structural reforms. The creation of 
new organizations is still under way in many locations; hence, the standardiza-
tion of practices and plans concerning the organization of administration and 
teaching is still incomplete.

In addition, one of the problems mentioned is that vocational skills demonstra-
tions and competence tests have not been conceptually or functionally differenti-
ated in working life. 
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 What did we learn?

Vocational skills demonstrations have brought significant changes to vocational 
education. The changes involve administration, vocational education providers, 
educational units, working life, and a variety of professional groups. 

Vocational skills demonstrations were introduced into various fields of study 
and qualifications simultaneously. In this respect the process has been carried 
through fairly successfully. Education providers carry out vocational skills dem-
onstrations according to national principles. However, a problem exists in the 
great differences between vocational education providers. This puts students on 
an unequal footing. 

Vocational skills demonstrations have significantly enhanced a working-life ori-
entation. Students benefit from such an orientation, since it builds bridges for col-
laboration and interaction between educational institutions and working life, and 
also ensures that teachers remain up-to-date in the relevant professional skills. 

Vocational skills demonstrations need to take into account field- and profession-
specific features. The system must be simplified. 

Constructing the new on top of the old is a pedagogical challenge. It leads to a lack 
of time and resources. The demonstrations are considered over-bureaucratic. The 
development of education must be grounded on pedagogical reform. The focus of 
change must be shifted from technical execution to pedagogical management. 
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Vocational skills demonstrations: 
suggestions for further
development

1 Education providers should take the following action, in respect of the 
categories below:

Pedagogical management 
•	 develop together with the teachers a uniform pedagogical culture to 

achieve standardization and improvement in on-the-job learning and vo-
cational skills demonstrations; 

•	 take responsibility for the teachers’ and the workplace instructors’ skills 
regarding student assessment and on-the-job learning; this will require 
adequate orientation and training.  

The work of teachers 
•	 include all teachers in planning curricula and vocational skills demon-

strations;
•	 create conditions for continuous interaction between teachers and work-

place instructors; 
•	 create conditions for the reform of the work and profession of teachers, 

so that the requirements of on-the-job learning and assessment are ful-
filled; this will require staff training and support for teachers’ voluntary 
development.
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The role of workplace instructors 
•	 create extensive and continuous training for workplace instructors;
•	 use practical methods to develop the expertise of workplace instructors 

in giving evaluations;
•	 organize joint training on vocational skills demonstrations and student 

assessment, with the inclusion of both teachers and workplace instruc-
tors;

•	 make use of good orientation practices that exist in other fields; 
•	 participate in the evaluation of vocational skills demonstrations organ-

ized within educational institutions. 

The organization of vocational skills demonstrations in practice 
•	 increase wide-ranging vocational skills demonstrations that meet the re-

quirements of working life; 
•	 organize vocational skills demonstrations during on-the-job learning; 
•	 clarify the principles of vocational skills demonstrations organized with-

in educational institutions, and ensure that these demonstrations meet 
the requirements of working life; 

•	 clarify the concepts, evaluation instructions and criteria of vocational 
skills demonstrations so that they are easily understood in the workplac-
es; 

•	 clarify the documentation of vocational skills demonstrations and de-
velop further electronic methods of evaluation;

•	 guarantee teachers’ participation in student guidance and in the assess-
ment of vocational skills demonstrations in remote workplaces.

Student assessment as a whole
•	 develop vocational skills demonstrations as an element in working-life 

oriented evaluation;
•	 develop vocational skills demonstrations as an element in overall student 

assessment and on-the-job learning; 
•	 develop complementary modules of vocational skills demonstrations as 

elements in on-the-job learning and in the evaluation of vocational skills 
demonstrations;

•	 standardize the principles of student assessment and practices in differ-
ent fields, qualifications and units, and clarify the process of student as-
sessment in the workplaces; 

•	 outline the principles of student assessment as an element in pedagogical 
management. 



38

Interaction with workplaces
•	 combine the interests of workplaces and education providers with those 

of the workplaces; 
•	 check in advance the conditions of workplaces as environments for voca-

tional skills demonstrations;
•	 enhance the stability of workplaces and well-functioning partnerships; 
•	 develop vocational skills demonstrations together with workplaces and, 

at the same time, promote win-win principles;
•	 through vocational skills demonstrations in workplaces, utilize the pos-

sibilities for positive publicity that can support working-life oriented edu-
cation; 

•	 increase exchanges between experts and working life. 

The actions of bodies responsible for vocational skills demonstrations
•	 clarify and enhance the tasks and functions of bodies responsible for vo-

cational skills demonstrations; also the guidance, follow-up and admin-
istrative processes related to the demonstrations that take place through 
these bodies; 

•	 define the role and tasks of the bodies in question so that they take on 
more strategic roles/tasks than those prescribed by law; enhance the role 
of such bodies in pedagogical management; 

•	 supervise how such bodies prepare, act and distribute information on 
decisions, in such a way that a positive image is created. 

Collaboration with other education providers 
•	 create standardized principles for the joint organization of vocational 

skills demonstration, collaborating with education providers who use the 
same workplaces.

Economic resources
•	 clarify the principles for allocating economic resources for vocational 

skills demonstrations;
•	 ensure resources for organizing vocational skills demonstrations and for 

their further development.

The follow-up, evaluation, improvement and development of 
vocational skills demonstrations 

•	 develop follow-up, feedback and evaluation techniques for vocational 
skills demonstrations; also systematically monitor and assess their own 
actions and results;  
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•	 define a vision of development and goals for vocational skills demonstra-
tions for coming years; 

•	 create conditions and practices for interaction between educational insti-
tutions, fields and assessment bodies, and for learning from others;

•	 create networks with other education providers and intensify learning 
from others; 

•	 create practices for continuous improvement and development.

2 Workplaces should:

•	 enable the organization of vocational skills demonstrations in the work-
places; 

•	 guarantee workplace instructors resources so that they can participate in 
and commit themselves to the organization of vocational skills demon-
strations, to student assessment and to continuous development; 

•	 enable workplace instructors’ participation in training; 
•	 make sure that the vocational skills demonstrations assess the skills and 

knowledge required in working life; 
•	 ensure that student assessment is conducted equitably;
•	 create opportunities for workplace instructors to learn from good prac-

tices in other fields and workplaces.

3 The Ministry of Education should:

•	 together with interest groups, assess whether the education providers 
themselves may be authorized to sign the vocational skills demonstra-
tions certificates, rather than the expert body for vocational skills dem-
onstrations;

•	 consider the effectiveness of the current follow-up system of learning out-
comes in a situation in which the student assessment scale has changed 
to a three-point rating scale; alternative follow-up and assessment meth-
ods should be considered.

 
4 The Finnish National Board of Education should:

•	 direct resources allocated to teachers’ refresher courses, so that the re-
sources support pedagogical management and changes in teacherhood;

•	 together with interest groups, ensure that qualifications correspond to the 
skills and knowledge required in working life;
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•	 simplify the vocational skills demonstrations system so that the demon-
strations do not overload working life as they do at present; also in such 
a way that they can generally be carried out in working life;

•	 clarify and make less rigid the requirements for qualifications, outlining 
them in such a way that their contents make sense in working life as well 
as to educators;

•	 standardize vocational skills demonstrations and competence tests at the 
basic level.

5 Parties within the labour market should:

•	 reform vocational teachers’ collective bargaining agreements and the re-
lated incomes policy system, in such a way that these meet the changes 
and challenges in the teaching profession, in teachers’ work and in their 
working environment.

6 The Finnish Education Evaluation Council should:
 

•	 launch a peer evaluation pilot scheme for vocational skills demonstra-
tions; this can provide those bodies who have so far been less successful 
in the evaluation with an opportunity to learn from the action of those 
education providers who have been more successful;

•	 provide national evaluation projects with resources so that every educa-
tion provider is assessed by two evaluation experts, thus bringing about 
pair comparison; 

•	 develop the feedback system of the national evaluation system so that 
the education providers can have access to the results that concern them. 
Numerical evaluation needs to be complemented by verbal feedback; 

•	 develop a national audit model for the process of education; this should 
enable the collection of evaluation information more rapidly and effec-
tively than the current national evaluation system.

7 Different interest groups should, in collaboration:
   

•	 work together to create standardized forms and follow-up indicators, and 
an information system for the vocational skills demonstrations. 
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This report is the summary of an evaluation of vocational skills 
demonstrations in Finland. It contains the main results, a break-
down of the results for each evaluation category, and suggestions 
for further development. The evaluation is based on assessments 
conducted by the education providers themselves.
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