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ABSTRACT
The focus of this contribution is on the targeted transition practices of career guid-
ance and on the opportunity structures they frame for young people with immigrant 
backgrounds and/or special educational needs. By analysing curricular documents and 
interviews with representatives from the local education authorities, such as administra-
tors, principals, guidance counsellors and special education teachers (n = 16), we aim to 
examine critically the options provided for these groups of young people. We conclude 
that targeted transition practices do not recognise enough the heterogeneity of young 
people, and can therefore be limitative and exclusive. 

Keywords: educational transitions, career counselling and guidance, opportunity structure, immi-
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Introduction 
One of the key principles of the renowned Finnish education system is that after nine 

years of compulsory basic education, all young people should have an equal opportunity 
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to undertake high-quality upper-secondary education and training. The same edu-

cational opportunities should be available to everyone irrespective of their ethnicity, 

migration background, age, gender, wealth, disability or place of residence. It is evident 

that during basic education, the support and safety net generally works well: the stan-

dard deviation of learning outcomes between students is small, and only 0.5 per cent 

of students leave without completing their (compulsory) basic education (OSF 2015).1

After nine years of basic education, the Finnish system diversifies into two non-

compulsory branches and tracks students into either general upper secondary schools 

or vocational upper secondary institutions. Both these tracks generally last for three 

years, and successful completion provides access to tertiary education either with a 

vocational diploma or a Matriculation Examination certificate. The transition to upper 

secondary education is a high-stakes situation in which educational opportunities 

diversify according to certain background factors, e.g. special educational needs and/

or Finnish language skills.

Since the late 1990s, vocational qualifications have offered general eligibil-

ity to pursue ‘higher education’, which in Finland comprises a binary system of 

research-oriented universities and vocationally-oriented universities of applied sci-

ences.  Nevertheless, the dual model of vocational and academic programmes at the 

upper-secondary school level has an influence on individual educational trajecto-

ries, because only three per cent of new students admitted to universities had gradu-

ated from a vocational upper-secondary school programme. On average, a quarter 

of the students at universities of applied sciences have vocational qualifications, but 

the proportion of students with vocational backgrounds varies from field to field. 

( Nylund et al. 2018.)

Our research interest derives from the fact that although the stakes in transition 

are high for all young people, they are not equal for all. Transition to upper secondary 

education has been recognised as containing risks, especially for students with special 

educational needs and students with immigrant backgrounds,2 who have been reported 

as having difficulties in becoming attached to the mainstream educational pathways. 

When comparing these groups with other students, they face a considerably greater 

risk of dropping out of education, becoming early leavers from education and training, 

or remaining in various short-term training programmes (Kirjavainen et al., 2016; 

1 However, it is important to note that even though the compulsory basic education  covers 
the education of all students, there are also other separate special needs education 
 arrangements directed at students regarded as having “more severe educational needs”. 
Those arrangements include special schools and special classes within the comprehen-
sive system. 

2 By “students with immigrant backgrounds” we refer to children and youth who were 
born abroad or have parents who were born abroad. Although these young people might 
be Finnish by nationality, they often lack equal educational opportunities and are con-
sidered a group that “targeted trajectories” are typically aimed at. Similarly, “students 
with special education needs” as addressed here comprise a group of young people who 
have been given intensified support or special support within the Finnish three-tiered 
support model.
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Larja et al., 2015; Myrskylä, 2011). For young people with special educational needs it 

takes longer to get into and complete their upper secondary studies, and typically they 

continue their education in vocational education rather than in general upper second-

ary education (Niemi & Mietola, 2017). Overall, learning difficulties, limited linguistic 

skills and inadequate support influence the transition outcomes into the upper sec-

ondary education stream (Kalalahti et al., 2017; Kilpi-Jakonen, 2011; Myrskylä, 2011; 

Järvinen & Jahnukainen, 2008). 

To promote equality in educational opportunities, a wide range of targeted prac-

tices aimed at supporting the educational transition have been developed within the 

Finnish education system. These include additional and preparatory teaching, for 

instance: a curriculum-based ‘additional 10th grade’ (after the compulsory 9th grade, 

see  Jahnukainen, 2001); ‘preparatory education and training for vocational studies 

(VALMA)’ (see Niemi, 2015); and a new specific programme called ‘preparatory edu-

cation for general upper secondary education (LUVA)’, the aim of which is to promote 

immigrant youth’s transition to general upper secondary education. There are also 

several adult education courses for immigrants and young people that offer classes in 

the Finnish language and opportunities to complete basic education after the age of  

16 (see Kurki et al., 2017).3 

In this article, we focus on the features of guidance and support practices targeted 

at groups of students with immigrant backgrounds and/or special educational needs. 

These young people are guided more often than average to post-compulsory edu-

cation through additional and preparatory teaching, since they are considered to lack 

the skills needed for upper secondary education. Therefore, we focus here on targeted 

transition models, referring to those practices of guidance and counselling aimed spe-

cifically at students with immigrant backgrounds and/or special educational needs. 

Firstly, we use documentary analysis to examine the official aims and “climates of 

normality” (see Walther, 2006, 135) set for counselling and guidance in the national 

core curricula. Secondly, we analyse how these aims and “climates of normality” are 

expressed in interviews undertaken with the local educational authorities (guidance 

counsellors, principals, administrators and teachers). The overall aim is to analyse the 

opportunity structures that are constructed, in other words, what options and official 

aims and local practices are opened up or blocked for young people with immigrant 

backgrounds and/or special educational needs. 

Theoretical framework
Our theoretical approach is based on the firm idea that national education systems 

provide various opportunity structures which include ‘different problematisations, 

3 Most instruction at the upper secondary level is provided in Finnish or Swedish (about 
5%), since Finland has two official languages. A few educational institutions provide all 
or at least some instruction in a foreign language, most commonly English. (Ministry of 
Education and Culture 2018, http://www.oph.fi/download/146428_Finnish_Edu cation_
in_a_Nutshell.pdf)

http://www.oph.fi/download/146428_Finnish_Education_in_a_Nutshell.pdf
http://www.oph.fi/download/146428_Finnish_Education_in_a_Nutshell.pdf
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mechanisms and solutions to issues in education policy and governance’ (Dale &  

Parreira do Amaral, 2015). They are typically formed by the inter-relationship between 

family backgrounds, educational pathways and labour market processes. Drawing on 

Roberts (2009), we presume that instead of lack of aspiration or other individual qual-

ities, the root sources of inequalities and imbalances in systems of education and work 

can be found in the structural opportunities within which different groups of young 

people are supposed to act reflexively and make the choices considered to be ‘right and 

suitable’ for them. 

Social structures offer opportunities, but also risks, within the education and 

employment systems. Conceivable educational gains and losses are not equally distrib-

uted, which means that the opportunity structure is not the same for all people. Instead 

of a common, uniform structure, national systems of education and  employment are 

constructed from a variety of opportunity structures for different minority groups 

(Zacheus, Kalalahti & Varjo, 2017). It is also important to note that problematisations 

in opportunity structures for different groups of young people and their education are 

not the same. Different groups can be considered to have distinctive  challenges even 

within the same nationally guided education system.

Our approach also recognises opportunity structures in connection with wider 

socio-spatial constructions. According to Walther (2006, see also Soler-i-Martí & 

 Ferrer-Fons, 2015; Pohl & Walther, 2007), the complex systems of socioeconomic 

structures, institutional arrangements and cultural patterns that form the structure 

of the journey from youth to adulthood can be understood as transition regimes. Draw-

ing on the work of Esping-Andersen (1990), the notion of regime relates to “existing 

institutional settings that have a history structured not only by conflicts and interests 

of specific social actors but also by the set of values and interpretations which they 

constantly reproduce” (Walther 2006, 124). 

A universalistic transition regime is characterised by an extended public sector and a 

wide variety of counselling and activation policies, traditionally typical in the Nordic 

countries. A liberal transition regime – as in the United States and Great Britain – values 

individual rights and responsibilities more than collective provisions. Self- responsible 

individuals are conceived as entrepreneurs of their own labour force. Walther (2006) 

also distinguishes between an employment-centred regime and a sub-protective regime. 

Arguably, the educational success of some immigrant groups may be explained by 

using a regime theory, by looking at how individual aspirations are intertwined with 

the characteristics of educational systems. 

Since it has been argued that youth transitions have become more prolonged, 

 diversified, unstable, uncertain and fragmented (Pohl & Walther, 2007; Walther 2006), 

the features of transition regimes also portray the nature of the opportunity struc-

tures. In terms of Walther’s typology (2006), Finland – and the other Nordic countries 

– can be categorized as having a universalistic transition regime, which is commonly 

based on the comprehensive school system (basic education) and post comprehen-

sive routes of general and vocational education that equally guarantee access to 
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 tertiary edu cation. Within this regime, social protection is effective, and counselling is 

widely institutionalised throughout all stages of education, training and transition to 

employment (Soler-i-Martí & Ferre-Fons, 2015; Walther, 2006). Nevertheless, due to 

common trends of decentralisation and marketisation, the Nordic countries also show 

evidence of increasing social and ethnic divisions, a disquieting trend that is more 

clearly visible in Denmark and Sweden (Lundahl, 2016).

A universalist regime also involves integration of students in need of special sup-

port in ordinary classrooms (Lundahl, 2016). The viewpoint of the transition regime 

highlights ‘climates of normality’ (Walther, 2006). For instance, in this study, the 

nature of targeted models often addresses ‘disadvantaged youth’ (Pohl & Walther, 

2007). Pohl and Walther have portrayed how the focus of transition policies is mainly 

on education and supportive policies (activation measures) aimed ‘towards regu-

lar and recognized options’, instead of rolling back occupational aspirations (Pohl & 

 Walther, 2007, 545). 

Nevertheless, according to Zacheus, Kalalahti and Varjo (2017, see also Niemi et al., 

2019), Finnish education policies have failed to recognise diversity within and between 

different groups of young people with immigrant backgrounds or special educational 

needs. The solutions to issues like underperformance seem to be uniform and simple, 

grounded firmly in language acquisition and offering ‘second chances’ or additional 

options for access to regular and recognised educational pathways (see also Walther, 

2006). As Soler-i-Martí and Ferrer-Fons have argued (2015, 93), the general forms of 

youth transition regimes “define the position that young people as a group lay in the 

system of social relations”. Hence, our analysis draws on features of the Finnish uni-

versalistic transition regime through which individual educational paths are generally 

emphasised and where counselling is an institutionalised part of the education, yet we 

hypothesize that these paths are framed by various opportunity structures and positions. 

Research frame
Our research task (and corresponding data) is twofold. First, we introduce the offi-

cial aims set for study guidance and counselling in the national core curricula of 

basic  education, preparatory training programmes and general and vocational upper 

secondary education. We analyse (1) how is the opportunity structure for the young 

people who are guided through the targeted transitions constructed in the national core  

curricula? Second, using interview data from representatives from the local edu cation 

authorities who govern educational transitions (teachers, guidance counsellors, 

principals and administrators), we analyse perceptions of the structural options and 

obstacles that frame educational transitions. We ask (2) how do the local educational 

authorities construct opportunity structures for young people with immigrant back-

grounds and/or special educational needs? and (3) how do these constructions reflect 

the national core curricula?

Our analysis integrates two research projects. The Transitions and Educational 

 Trajectories of Immigrant Youth study focuses on the transition from basic (lower 
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 secondary) to upper secondary education. Utilising a longitudinal and participatory 

design (observations, interviews, surveys) the project presents a comprehensive pic-

ture of the variety of educational trajectories possible for youth of immigrant origin. 

The Employability, Education and Diversities study investigates support practices, guid-

ance and inclusion in upper secondary education and in the transition to further edu-

cation and the labour market by means of ethnographic fieldwork, with a special focus 

on student counselling, support practices such as special education, and on Finnish-

as-a-second-language classes. The integrated data provide insight into transitions 

from lower secondary education (grades 7–9, the final years of compulsory basic 

education) to upper secondary education (a dual model with academic and vocational 

tracks, commonly for three years), as well as transitions from secondary education to 

tertiary education and the labour market. 

Our analysis was twofold. First we undertook documentary analysis of the national 

core curricular documents of basic education (NBE, 2014a), preparatory and addi-

tional teaching (NBE 2014b, 2015a, 2016a), as well as upper secondary education 

(NBE, 2015b, 2016b). The national core curricula are drawn up by the Finnish National 

Agency for Education. In general, they include the objectives and core content of the 

various subjects, as well as the principles of pupil assessment, special-needs educa-

tion, pupil welfare and educational guidance. The principles of learning environments, 

working methods and paradigms of learning are also addressed in the core curricula. 

In terms of our analysis, whilst setting the official aims for guidance and counselling 

concerning educational transitions, they frame the opportunity structures. This docu-

mentary analysis was an iterative process, combining elements of content analysis and 

thematic analysis (Bowen, 2009).

Our second analysis was of the interview data. Interviews (n = 16) were conducted 

with representatives from the local education authorities – teachers, guidance coun-

sellors, principals and administrators – from lower and upper secondary education. 

Following the principles of the key informant technique (see Tremblay, 1982), the 

interviewees were selected according to their institutional position, due both to their 

role within the structure of municipal guidance and counselling, and to their direct 

access to the information on educational transitions. They all worked in the same city 

in southern Finland, which is one of the largest municipalities in Finland. The semi-

structured interviews were conducted with seven guidance counsellors, four princi-

pals, two municipal administrators, and three teachers. Interview data and analysis 

were strengthened with participatory observation (at a lower secondary school) and 

ethnographic observation notes (at a general upper secondary school) focusing on 

student counselling. The interviews were conducted as individual or group interviews 

and topics such as students’ educational pathways and transitions, support practices, 

diversity and educational equality were discussed. Interview data were analysed using 

thematic analysis. 

The analyses were divided among the researchers as two sets – basic education and 

upper secondary education data – and summarized in two phases. The documentary 
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analysis preceded the interview analysis, and led the interview analysis to four themes. 

The structure of the results follows these research stages. We first introduce the out-

comes of the documentary analysis, and after that, the outcomes of the interview 

analysis with four thematic sub-chapters. Finally, we sum up the argumentation. 

National core curricula and the orthodoxy 
of the upper secondary transitions
Education and educational transitions are comprehended here (in Bourdieusian 

terms) as fields where the viewpoints of different actors – teachers, guidance coun-

sellors, principals and administrators – are encountered. Moreover, these viewpoints 

also encounter policy alignments and objectives derived from the current education 

policy context (see e.g. Troman et al. 2006). In this first empirical section, we analyse 

how the opportunity structure of targeted transitions for young people is constructed in 

the national core curricula.

According to Simola (2015), education policy documents, such as the curriculum, 

include serious authoritative verbal acts of experts who speak as such and who thereby 

express the ‘official truth’ on schooling – and the educational transitions involved.  

They are “practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” ( Foucault, 

1972, 49). In that sense, curricular documents articulate the orthodoxy of educational 

transitions, among other things. Simultaneously, they also provide a point of reference 

for a multi-voiced state of heterodoxy of guidance counsellors, principals, administra-

tors and educators. Bourdieu (1977; see also Simola, 2015) uses the concepts of doxa, 

orthodoxy and heterodoxy in analysing the production, reproduction and transformation 

of discourse and its limits in social formations. At any given historical moment, they 

form heterodoxy, a field of possible opinions. Some actors aim to establish orthodoxy: to 

legitimate their view on educational transition as the truth, for example. Outside mono-

lith orthodoxy and multi-voiced heterodoxy exists doxa, the universe of the undis-

cussed or undisputed. Doxa represents the prevailing symbolic order and the ‘natural’ 

state of affairs that we take for granted (Bourdieu, 1977; see also Simola, 2015). In the 

following paragraphs, we briefly describe the guidelines and main objectives of guid-

ance counselling on the curricula of those educational programmes listed above.

Preparing for educational opportunities – basic education and 
 additional teaching
The National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2014 (NBE, 2014a) portrays the forth-

coming educational transition straightforwardly as a transition from basic education to 

upper secondary education. Upper secondary education consists of two streams: gen-

eral upper secondary education and vocational upper secondary education and train-

ing. Both forms are basically three-year study programmes (with options for some 

individualisations within each programme), and they provide eligibility for access to 

higher education. In the core curriculum for Basic Education, the continuum is articu-

lated as being linear and individualistic, and the aim of guidance is to support students 
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to make choices based on their ‘abilities, values, premises and interests’. The transi-

tion from compulsory to upper secondary education is considered to be challenging, 

especially for students with special educational needs, and it therefore requires coop-

eration between professionals working at those two levels. Guardians should also be 

informed of, and involved in, the process. 

The 10th grade refers to an extra year of basic education. This extra year is intended 

for those young persons without a place in post-compulsory education or who need 

additional time to decide on their future (NBE, 2016a). When contrasted with the 

National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (NBE, 2014a), the aims are, again, indi-

vidualistic, but targeted somewhat differently. The key concept here is ‘knowledge of 

the work force’ which, in concrete terms, means that the aim of guidance is to offer 

students the opportunity to become acquainted with a range of occupations, and to be 

better prepared to deliberate about various education and career options. The scope 

of options is wider: the National Core Curriculum for additional tuition in Basic Educa-

tion (NBE, 2016a) also recognizes preparatory training as one of several options after 

compulsory education. 

The main target group of the National Core Curriculum for Pre-Vocational Training 

(NBE 2015a) is those young people who have just completed compulsory school stud-

ies and need support and guidance in educational and vocational choice-making. The 

programme is directed towards vocational education and training, so it has connec-

tions with both the labour market and vocational education institutions. The focus 

of the training programme is instrumental: the students are guided a) to enter voca-

tional upper secondary education, and b) to accomplish a vocational qualification. The 

aims of guidance are built around the improvement of learning-to-learning skills and 

overall support of the choices in vocational education.4 

Compared to the pre-vocational curriculum, the scope of the National Core 

 Curriculum for Preparatory Training for General Upper Secondary School (NBE, 2014b) is 

narrower. The main aim is solely to prepare immigrant and other foreign-language 

students for general upper secondary school by improving their language and study 

skills. Besides the focus on study skills, making realistic choices is given prominence. 

In practical terms, this means that the young person should set and reach targets that 

are considered to be ‘possible’ in terms of school achievement. The overall aim is to 

prepare students to study at a general upper secondary school and to participate in the 

matriculation examination. Matters concerning further education and employment 

are not emphasised, although ‘preparedness towards active citizenship’ is one of the 

aims of the training programme.

4 The programme is divided into two separate routes: Pre-vocational training preparing 
students for vocational education and training (VALMA) and pre-vocational training 
preparing students for work and independent living (TELMA). TELMA is targeted at stu-
dents with severe disabilities. 
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Dissimilar aims within upper secondary education
The National Core Curriculum for General Upper Secondary Schools (NBE, 2016b) contains 

58 statements that include the word ‘guidance’. This implies that one of the leading 

principles of the document is to coach and guide students. Guidance is described as a 

holistic and long-term process, lasting from the beginning of each student’s formal 

education until the end. There is a separate chapter on ‘guidance counselling’ in the 

document, in which detailed aims of the topic are presented. However, guidance as a 

way of teaching and guiding one’s learning process through general upper second-

ary studies seems to be an important aspect. Guidance counselling is described as a 

multi-professional process through which the participation of the student is strongly 

emphasised. Moreover, a student’s responsibility for their own learning and goal set-

ting should be promoted. Guidance should also strengthen a student’s well-being, 

growth and development. Guidance counselling concentrates on educational transi-

tions, and students are supported in choice-making.

In the national requirements for vocational qualifications (2015b), guidance 

counselling is described as individual and personal. In addition, “other neces-

sary guidance in studies” is mentioned. Overall, guidance is described as multi- 

professional, with the main responsibility falling on the guidance counsellor. 

Cooperation with students and families is emphasised as an important aspect of 

the counselling process.  Special emphasis should be given in educational transi-

tions, such as at the beginning of studies, and during the graduation phase. A voca-

tional institution may also follow each student’s employment or transition to fur-

ther studies to help develop their own guidance practices. Special needs education 

is mentioned as an important part of  educational supply, and it also requires the 

development of guidance counselling and support practices. Each of these institu-

tions has a major responsibility for the guidance of those students who have learn-

ing difficulties, high absences, or life- management related problems. The student’s 

own responsibility is highlighted in relation to forming and following one’s own 

individual learning plan.

Curricula as manifestations of diverse opportunity structures
Evidently, there is no single orthodoxy concerning the aims of educational transitions 

and the guidance involved. At least three orthodoxies can be discerned in the curricular 

texts. They are not completely disconnected from each other, but due to their various 

aims and scopes, they portray unique constructions on ideal transitions. 

First, the orthodoxy concerning the transition from basic education onwards relies 

on an understanding of transition as a common, straightforward and linear path either 

to vocational or general upper secondary education. Every pupil is expected to make 

personal choices according to their abilities and interests. Students with special edu-

cational needs are articulated as the only exception from the ideal of common dual-

transition to secondary education. Their routes are considered to be individual and 

supported in the first place. 
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The national core curriculum for additional tuition in basic education (NBE, 2016a), 

the national core curriculum for pre-vocational training (NBE, 2015a), and the execu-

tion of national qualification requirements at vocational education (NBE, 2015b) form 

the second orthodoxy on the aims given for educational transitions and the guidance 

involved. These aims can be considered both instrumental and process-oriented. Guid-

ance is designed for the whole transition from basic education mainly to vocational 

education and work. The overall approach is more pluralistic and holistic. Different 

educational routes and special educational needs (learning difficulties, life manage-

ment, for instance) are recognised and supported. 

The National Core Curriculum for Preparatory Education for General Upper 

 Secondary Education (2014b) and the National Core Curriculum for General Upper 

 Secondary Schools (NBE, 2016b) are strikingly different when contrasted with the 

aforementioned. This third orthodoxy emphasises study guidance as a tool for sup-

porting individual learning processes, readiness to study, and study skills. Students 

are supported to develop Finnish language skills adequate for studying in general 

upper secondary education. The conceivable educational trajectory end is the matricu-

lation examination.

Local education authorities and the heterodoxy 
of the upper secondary transitions 
Based on the content analysis of the curricular texts, we focused our interview data 

analysis on four dimensions, constructing the structural options and reflecting the 

national core curricula: the definition of transition, the overall meaning given to tran-

sition, the understanding of youth in transition and the guidance provided to aid tran-

sition. Furthermore, we analysed these questions within four educational contexts: 

lower secondary school, general upper secondary school, vocational upper second-

ary institution and education administration with a special focus on local education 

authority viewpoints concerning students with an immigrant background and stu-

dents with special educational needs. We present the outcomes from the interview data 

analysis according to the following questions: (1) how is the educational transition 

constructed? (2) how is the societal relevance of educational transitions understood? 

(3) how do local education authorities characterize young people in their educational 

transitions? and (4) how are guidance practices for transitions described?

How is the educational transition constructed?
The local education authorities saw the transition from basic education (lower sec-

ondary school) to general or vocational upper secondary institutions as a sharp and 

cross-cutting transition. They criticised the common and simplistic expectation that 

all students would apply through the joint application system and transfer to either 

(academic) general education or to vocational education during the summer break. 

The timeline for transitions was seen as limited, beginning slowly during the final 

year of basic education, and taking place rapidly during the summer between the two 
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semesters. In the interview data, several fragile points were highlighted in this sharply 

contrasted transition. 

First, the image of the uniform (dual) and institutionalized one-step transition 

did not tally with the reality that representatives from the local education authorities 

described in the interviews. There are several additional routes from lower to upper 

secondary education, designed especially for students with immigrant backgrounds, 

and/or students with difficulties (often other than learning difficulties). Some of these 

routes are more institutionalised, having their own curricula (e.g., 10th grade and 

preparatory programmes), some are occasional, provided as needed. Although these 

alternative routes make the system flexible and nimble, the constant flux makes them 

haphazard and difficult to predict and guide students through. For instance, with the 

exception of the 10th grade programme, the other preparatory programmes frequently 

change names and organisation (see Niemi, 2015). 

The local education authorities generally wanted transition system to be seen not 

only as a multiform and flexible, but also to make it more stable and predictable. The 

transition system is adjusted almost every year, based on an identification of cer-

tain groups of young people that fall between existing transition routes (for example 

immigrants without Finnish language skills or having formally completed basic edu-

cation). These targeted practices are not considered adequate solutions, as they keep 

the system exclusive and sparse with strict and changing targeting. Since targeting 

goals are typically temporary, and/or selection criteria may change from one year to 

the next, they are also difficult to locate, as exemplified in following quotations: 

H1 (guidance counsellor, lower secondary): This set of non-traditional post-

compulsory options is quite a jungle, which is a bit different every year and 

may even change during the school year. So in a sense, for the families and 

young people, it is always a mess to find out what options are available at any 

given time. 

H9 (administrator): Every now and then, one encounters a 16-year-old straight 

from abroad who can’t speak Finnish. There is no suitable place available for 

that kind of young person, no place to guide them to. General upper second-

ary school is way too demanding without adequate language skills. Even in the 

case of preparatory education, there are requirements for language and previ-

ous education. It’s very complicated, you know? 

As the administrator describes above, a straightforward transition from lower to upper 

secondary school may be especially difficult for young people with inadequate Finnish 

language skills or special educational needs. Whereas comprehensive education aims 

to ensure inclusion and integration, the transition system produces clearly diversified 

programmes geared toward students with learning difficulties (vs. general teaching), 

inadequate Finnish (or Swedish) skills, and/or the lack of a basic education certifi-

cate. These programmes are also their connections to general (academically oriented) 

upper secondary and vocational education. 
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Second, the selection process for upper secondary education is clearly intertwined 

with language skills. The strong determinative power of language skills was an issue 

often raised in interviews at the basic education level. Most interviewees were of the 

view that this strong emphasis on language skills can leave other skills unrecognized. 

As the guidance counsellors pointed out, young people with immigrant backgrounds 

whose language skills are evaluated as ‘not sufficient’, are often guided into vocational 

education. 

In general, the local educational authorities wished the transition to be more flex-

ible with trial periods and sufficient language support, so that the Finnish language 

skills would not guide occupational aspirations so determinately: 

H3 (principal, lower secondary): — Especially the capacity of the more talented 

students with an immigrant background might not be recognized because of 

their insufficient language skills, even though these skills are evolving. Our 

system cannot navigate this, but rather proceeds based on exactly what can be 

seen at the time. Then difficulties might arise and they might end up changing 

study places, or thinking things through again.

This same lower secondary principal also explained that many of the young people who 

have recently arrived in Finland lack prior comprehensive and institutionalized formal 

education (see MoEC, 2016). Currently they fall in between lower and upper secondary 

education, and end up transferring from one institution or course to another. However, 

our ethnographic observations (see also Niemi et al., 2019) indicate that those teachers 

who work with young people with an immigrant background emphasise the impor-

tance of Finnish language skills even more than administrators do. For instance, they 

promote stricter entrance requirements for preparatory programmes so that ‘there 

won’t be students muddling through the programme anymore’. It is not self-evident 

who the primary target group of the preparatory programme is, or which young people 

will benefit most from it. The teachers argue that the programme is primarily aimed 

at students who migrated to Finland within the last couple of years, and who wish to 

study at a general upper secondary school. However, our analyses show that for many 

students, a year-long programme is too short to acquire Finnish language skills ade-

quate for acceptance to general upper secondary school. Several teachers argue that 

they would promote the inclusion of an optional second preparatory year for those 

students who still need extra practice in the Finnish language. As such, there is no 

appropriate programme targeted at students who need intensive support in language 

development.

Respondents from the upper secondary level indicate that the emphasis on language 

skills in upper secondary education and employment is complicated. Although Finnish 

skills are seen as a determinative factor in the transition process, studying in Finnish 

without adequate support and proficiency is demanding. Even if young people man-

age to qualify for upper secondary education, employment without proficient Finnish 

skills is seen as difficult to obtain. However, upper secondary education is considered 
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a necessity for integration into Finnish society. The local educational authorities had 

pondered possible solutions to this dilemma and highlighted the importance of evalua-

ting the language skills needed in each case, not only for individual young people, but 

also for different educational trajectories (study programmes, occupations, etc.). 

H7 (principal, vocational upper secondary institution): There is one qualifica-

tion which is very popular among youth of immigrant origin, because the work 

is not based as much on language proficiency and interaction, it’s based more 

on hand-eye coordination. Nevertheless, language is also necessary here – 

things must be documented and reported, and so on. 

Third, some young people with special educational needs seem to be somewhat lost in 

transition. Although the transition of students with severe special educational needs 

seems to be more holistically prepared (including introductory periods, co-operation 

between schools and service sectors), these safe-guarded transitions mostly concern 

vocational special education institutions. Our interviewees highlighted that young peo-

ple with ‘mild and moderate’ special educational needs who are therefore not eligible 

for these institutions, are often guided to general tracks in vocational upper secondary 

institutions, where their support needs are not adequately acknowledged. Since the basic 

education authorities share the view that vocational institutions can offer these students 

more support and flexibility, they often guide them towards vocational education for 

practical reasons. General upper secondary school, where less special needs education is 

offered, is seen as too demanding. As previous research has shown, the educational hopes 

of students with special educational needs have often been redirected to edu cational 

programmes considered ‘suitable’ and ‘easy enough’ for them. This often means guid-

ing those students to vocational instead of general upper secondary education, and more 

specifically, into certain fields, such as catering. (see Niemi & Kurki, 2014.) 

Overall, the local educational authorities emphasized the need to recognise atypical 

transitions from basic education onwards. For several reasons, this transition does not 

take place during the first couple of months after the end of basic education. Some young 

people, especially those with immigrant backgrounds and special educational needs, 

would benefit from extended transitions, including supported introductory periods. 

Also, second-chance options should be promoted by offering support and making the 

transition from one school to another more flexible. Discretionary  admission policies 

should be extended. Representatives of the local educational authorities emphasised 

flexibility as a solution for decreasing the number of young people Not in Employ-

ment, Education or Training (NEETs), instead of further developing the youth and 

social work services currently taking care of these young people. 

How is the societal relevance of educational transitions understood? 
The societal relevance of transitions reflects the position of the local educational 

authorities. Regarding comprehensive education, the authorities (guidance counsellors 
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and principals) emphasized the need to find a suitable and safe place for all of their 

students, where these young people can mature. Although their focus was on a success-

ful application process to upper secondary education, they also worried about whether 

their students would continue their studies or drop out altogether. 

H1 (guidance counsellor, lower secondary): There are young people who just 

need time to clear their thoughts inside four walls; this might take a year or 

two. It’s not wrong; not everybody has to continue directly with their studies. 

But, you need a safety net around you, people who watch that you don’t spend 

the rest of your life inside those four walls. 

Whereas work life was not yet in the sights of the educational authorities at the basic 

education level, guidance counsellors, teachers and principals at the vocational edu-

cation institutions were strongly focused on future work. They evaluated the relevance 

of transition in terms of the labour force, emphasising the importance of guiding 

young people to study programmes where they would be motivated and prepared for 

the professional labour force. This strong emphasis on the labour market must also be 

considered in relation to current reforms in the field of vocational education in Fin-

land, where a proportion of each vocational school’s funding will be based on the stu-

dent completion and employment rates (NBE, 2011). 

That upper secondary education is a place to teach independence and self-direction, 

is an aim viewed differently by general and vocational upper secondary respondents. 

Interviewees from vocational education emphasised the aim to educate young people 

to be self-assertive and active as future employees. In contrast, general upper second-

ary interviewees emphasised students’ abilities like learning skills, learning outcomes 

and preparedness for the matriculation examination. The overall aim of guidance was 

on the academic programme itself, without any overall societal or labour force rel-

evance, except for abstract and general reference to Bildung.

H6 (guidance counsellor, general upper secondary school): All-round educa-

tion and readiness for further education, obviously. But, also, supporting the 

development of young persons, so that they can grow into independent and 

mature people who can take care of themselves and each other. That’s the 

task of general upper secondary school.

The municipal administrators had more general and societal points of view about edu-

cational transitions than their colleagues. In addition to concerns about the labour 

force and school drop-outs, they emphasized the need to find solutions outside 

 conventional education routes that could help tackle the problem of young people with 

an immigrant background without the opportunity to learn Finnish. Nevertheless, the 

overall picture was that most young people should make the transition as smoothly as 

possible between the last semester of basic education and the first semester of upper 

secondary school. 
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How do local education authorities characterize young people in their 
educational transitions?
The ways in which young people were characterized by the local education authori-

ties adds to our knowledge of the structural frames that affect transitions. Although 

many interviewees highlighted that each young person is an individual and should 

not be seen as a “foreigner”, or “young people with special educational needs”; they 

expressed many typifications and categorisations in the interviews. 

Finnish (not English, or their native language) language proficiency was often seen 

as a decisive factor regarding whether or not a young person could successfully fol-

low an educational pathway. Immigrant youth were also portrayed as having positive 

attitudes towards education and having high educational aspirations, despite myriad 

learning difficulties. The authorities pointed out that providing guidance to young 

people with immigrant backgrounds could be challenging since they often had “unre-

alistic” educational ambitions. The authorities worried about language and cultural 

barriers, as well as the learning difficulties that many of these young people would 

have to overcome in upper secondary schools, unless the young person was indepen-

dent and self-confident. Similar qualities like perseverance and self-management 

were also seen as necessary for youths entering upper secondary education without 

sufficient language skills or a basic education certificate. 

H2 (guidance counsellor, general upper secondary school): And, of course, 

their aims might be unrealistic. A lot of them talk about distinguished pro-

fessions like doctors and lawyers. So we take a look at their results and find 

that, for example, their grades in mathematics are too weak to even pass 

the requirements of a general upper secondary education. They need to get 

a grasp on reality. 

Some of the interviewees emphasised that people typically think that young people 

with immigrant backgrounds are more vocationally oriented. The authorities talked 

about the need to evaluate individual challenges and potential, detached from (Finn-

ish) language skills and/or special educational needs. Otherwise, young people can be 

guided into inappropriate programmes in the education system, where they are not 

motivated enough to overcome language or learning difficulties. 

Generally, despite their immigrant or special education background, all the 

young people were understood as being equal when they entered upper secondary 

education, for better or worse. In principle, all the young people were expected to 

have adequate Finnish skills and not to have significant learning difficulties. The 

local education authorities from vocational education especially emphasised moti-

vation and commitment, qualities without which the young people would likely 

drop out of education. 

H8 (principal, general upper secondary school): Well, students are students. 

They all have equal rights and duties. That’s the only way possible, I’d say.



Diversified transitions and educational equality?

51

How are the practices concerning the guidance for educational  
transitions described? 
The last dimension of the analysis concerns the practice of guidance. First of all, the 

authorities from the comprehensive and vocational schools in particular were quite 

critical of the conditions. The flow of information between these schools was con-

sidered to be inadequate and incidental, typically consisting of bureaucratic forms and 

documents. Personal contact and the transfer of information concerning individual 

young people, were limited. Typically, students visit some vocational and/or general 

upper secondary schools during the final year of their basic education. In general, time 

and other resources for personal encounters with students were considered scarce. 

H2 (principal, lower secondary): And all this is connected to the transition 

phase from lower to upper secondary, and the form of information transfer 

involved. Unfortunately, in many cases, the transfer of information concerning 

learning issues and extended support, for instance, remains the responsibility 

of the students and their parents. 

The aims and scope of guidance practices in the general upper secondary schools are 

strikingly different from the comprehensive and vocational institutions. The main 

emphasis in general upper secondary education is on learning and study skills, and 

most of all, preparation for the matriculation examination. The individual student, not 

the overall transition or the education system, is the focus. Interviewees from gen-

eral upper secondary schools emphasised the need for more resources to guide young 

people, particularly those with immigrant backgrounds, not so much to support their 

educational transition, but to support their studies. 

Administrators emphasised the need to develop practices to enhance co-operation 

between the whole education system and families. They stressed the need to under-

stand the multidimensionality of young people’s positions, as well the need to engage 

the families of students with immigrant backgrounds in order to support educational 

transitions. In particular, they pointed to the importance of balancing the aspirations 

of parents and their children with the admission criteria, so that young people with 

immigrant backgrounds could find programmes where they would be motivated and 

inspired to continue their education. 

Concluding remarks
The interviews with local education authorities provided a clear heterodoxy for cur-

ricular documents, especially in the case of basic education. They saw that the default 

transition from basic education onwards was often too uniform and simple, pushing 

alternative paths and multi-phased transitions to the margins. From their perspec-

tive, the transition from lower to upper secondary was often fragmented, non-linear 

and haphazard. The institutionalised common and uniform transition as portrayed in 

curricular texts was seen as marginalising other kinds of transitions as ‘exceptional’ 

and ‘contingent’. As well as skills and abilities, individual opportunity structures were 
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seen as being limited by inadequate Finnish language skills and special educational 

needs. The heterodoxy of the guidance counsellors, teachers and other authorities 

reveal that the educational routes for targeted transitions for young people are so fixed 

that they do not meet the individual aspirations and competencies recognised during 

the guidance processes. 

Although the representatives from the local education authorities took a stance 

against the curricular documents’ orthodoxa at the basic education level, upper sec-

ondary level interviewees did not reveal any noticeable heterodoxy against the official 

aims. On the contrary, they merely reinforced the two distinct orthodoxies govern-

ing this dual model of upper secondary education. Whereas the pluralistic and holis-

tic guidance provided for vocational education is designed to support the transition 

to work, study guidance at the general education level focuses on learning processes, 

readiness to study, and study skills. Reinforcement of this dualistic model works 

against attempts to increase the flexibility and variety of educational trajectories. 

Targeted transitions in the Finnish opportunity structures must be understood 

within the specific nature and principles of the educational system, and the guidance 

counselling involved. Guidance is often formulated for groups of immigrants assumed 

to be homogeneous, who are most often seen as disadvantaged and who need specific 

support measures aimed at developing their skills in the Finnish language. For stu-

dents with special educational needs, and particularly those with more severe learn-

ing difficulties, the upper secondary education options are rather limited, although 

dead-ends are consciously being dismantled from the Finnish education system. This 

means that those students may continue to study along ‘detour routes’ before entering 

education that leads to qualifications for life in the workforce or in higher education. 

The recognition articulation of these routes is at the core of the heterodoxy concerning 

educational transitions in Finland. 

In our discussion on theory, we hypothesise that ‘climates of normality’ (Walther, 

2006, 135) entail different opportunity structures for young people whose educational 

choices are made in the light of targeted transition practices. Contrasting curricula 

texts with our interviews with the local educational authorities reveals that these young 

people often do not follow ‘regular’ opportunity structures – their educational trajec-

tory is often defined for them in terms of vocational tracks and short-term transitions 

to work or training. In this way, our analysis of the young people who fall outside the 

‘climates of normality’ reveals the doxa of the educational transitions of young people 

in Finnish opportunity structures. It underlines how unseen and ‘natural’ transitions 

are designed for young people who follow the linear and smooth trajectories from 

basic education to upper secondary education. We conclude that to be successful, tar-

geted transition policies need to recognise the existing diversity and plurality within 

the universalistic transition regime (see Pohl & Walther, 2007). 

One should be aware of the mechanisms that produce and explain the transitional 

difficulties of students with immigrant backgrounds and/or special educational needs. 

Uniform solutions might not suffice to meet the needs of the rich variety of young  
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people with immigrant backgrounds, regardless of the volume of resources and sup-

port expended. Within their educational transitions, young people with special educa-

tional needs face various multi-professional negotiations during which the solutions 

for further studies are made. When trying to establish accessible educational pathways 

for young people with immigrant backgrounds and/or special educational needs, a 

more systematic and student-centred consideration of their diverse educational hopes 

and needs that includes intertwining social dimensions is required.
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