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Abstract 

This dissertation investigated the elements that vocational education and training 

(VET) students who received intensive learning support perceived as the most 

relevant to enhance their studying, sense of belonging and what would create the 

domains for good VET. Earlier research on VET has shown that versatile, 

individually tailored measures of special support, teachers’ and other VET 

stakeholders’ understanding attitude impact both on students’ engagement in their 

studying, their success in their learning and comprehensive well-being. According 

to the Act on VET (531/2017) the aim of special support is firstly to permit equal 

access to vocational studying for those who have challenges in learning. Secondly, 

pedagogical special support is provided, if necessary, to ensure the attainment of 

the qualification requirements. However, these intentions do not necessarily end 

up embracing students’ perceptions of the aspects enhancing their studying, sense 

of belonging and good VET. Thus, the aim of the study was to examine students’ 

perceptions and to determine what elements they appreciated. The theoretical 

framework of the dissertation was Axel Honneth’s theory of recognition which 

suggests that an individual’s identity is established in social relations when one’s 

abilities and achievements are recognized. Social interactions shape both 

individuals’ identity and the normative mechanisms upon which society is 

founded. The other relevant concepts of the dissertation were derived from the 

ambition to provide an in-depth investigation on students’ needs. These multiple 

theories worked as pillars to verify and confirm the results of the study.  

The three studies summarized in the dissertation were based on empirical 

interview data. The studies used multiple methods (content analysis, the 

narrative’s positioning and actantial analysis) to investigate the position and the 

needs of the vocational students who received intensive special support. 

Interviews (N=29) were carried out in 2018 and 2019. The first data set (n=11) 

consisted of interviews with students in four vocational colleges providing 

intensive special support. The students’ experiences of the interaction between 

student and class teacher were in the focus of Study 1. The results indicated that 

students put only modest demands on their studying and on their teachers. The 

interaction between a student and a teacher was study-oriented and teacher-lead. 

According to the students’ descriptions, the interaction situations with the teachers 

were comfortable but formal and distant. Study 1 concluded that as part of the 



 

larger purpose of vocational education to support the growth of the students into 

autonomous, balanced and civilized citizens, it would be important to make room 

for the students’ voice and support their interpretations during their studying. This 

would include both acquiring qualifications for a profession, subjectification as 

an empowering element and socialization of the social, cultural and political order.  

Study 2 was based on the interviews with students (n=18) who were qualifying 

from a vocational special college. Its purpose was to elaborate on students’ 

experiences of their VET studying and mirror these aspects with Biesta’s (2010, 

2020) theory on domains of good education - qualification, socialization, and 

subjectification. Finnish VET must be founded on inclusive principles that 

provide all students with the opportunity to become professionals of their fields, 

balanced and civilized citizens and assist them entering the world. However, the 

results of Study 2 summed up that instead of emphasizing individually 

personalized study paths to fulfil the qualification requirements even more 

attention should be paid to the subjective growth of the students and provide them 

with real encounters with the world out of college context.  

Drawing on Scheff (2000, 2003), the third study reported on the dynamics of 

the social emotions and social bonds between students (n=11) and class teachers. 

In the study I observed social emotions like shame and pride as the primary 

emotions that are present in all communication and action. The results of Study 3 

demonstrated that pride was based on the students’ experiences in achieving their 

study objectives and thereby pleasing their teachers who had set the objectives. 

Pride related to the students’ ability to see positive development in their studying 

and in their sense of social belonging. Whereas students who experienced shame 

could not perceive themselves as being subjects of positive development. The 

study claimed that social belonging and communality need more space and 

attention in VET system instead of emphasizing competence and effective 

individual study paths. 

To conclude, the three studies reflected on students’ perception on the elements 

that enhance their studying, sense of belonging and domains of good VET. On the 

bases of the studies, it became apparent that students with intensive special needs 

appreciated their opportunity to study, to gain new skills and knowledge and to be 

more autonomous citizens. Understanding and supportive teaching staff was a 

significant pillar for the success of their studying. The dissertation argues that the 

students struggled for recognition which means that they wanted to be depicted 

by significant others in a broad-minded and positive way not only as students with 

special needs but as human beings with valuable skills and capabilities. The 

dissertation calls for awareness rising: a student with special needs in one area of 

life can be a top expert in another.  

The study suggests that VET teachers should acknowledge their role as change 

agents who could support both students and employers in diverse and equal 

employment and management. Furthermore, the dissertation claims that it is not 



 

 

enough to understand the special needs of the students to change the world, but 

we need education policy measures and practices which are disconnected from the 

economic growth and efficacy. This would call an education system which 

practices are developed towards ecological, social and economic sustainability. A 

VET system which has pledged itself to responsibility, fairness and mutual 

recognition, to the principles of ecosocial wisdom. The dissertation suggests that 

processes of dialectic recognition are the heart of the process of sustainable VET.  

 
Keywords: vocational education and training, special education, 

interaction, belonging, theory of recognition, qualitative content analysis, 

narratives positioning, actantial analysis 
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”He eivät luovuttaneet mun suhteen.” 

Opiskelijoiden näkemyksiä erityisestä tuesta ammatillisessa koulutuksessa.  

 
Tiivistelmä 

Väitöstutkimuksessani selvitin, mitkä elementit opiskelijoiden kokemusten 

mukaan vahvistavat heidän opintojensa onnistumista ja osallisuuttaan vaativaa 

erityistä tukea järjestävässä ammatillisessa koulutuksessa. Lisäksi tutkin 

opiskelijoiden näkemyksiä hyvän ammatillisen koulutuksen lähtökohdista. 

Aikaisemmat ammatillisen koulutuksen viitekehyksessä tehdyt tutkimukset ovat 

osoittaneet, että monipuolisilla, yksilöllisesti räätälöidyillä tukitoimilla sekä 

opetushenkilöstön ymmärtäväisellä asenteella on merkitystä opiskelijoiden 

opintoihin kiinnittymisen, niissä onnistumisen ja kokonaisvaltaisen hyvinvoinnin 

näkökulmista. Laki ammatillisesta koulutuksesta (531/2017) määrittelee erityisen 

tuen tavoitteeksi mahdollistaa ammatilliset opinnot myös niille opiskelijoille, 

joilla on haasteita oppimisessaan. Toisin sanoen, ammatillisen tutkinnon 

perusteiden mukainen osaamisen hankkiminen pyritään tarvittaessa varmistamaan 

erityispedagogisilla tukitoimilla. Nämä elementit eivät kuitenkaan välttämättä 

vastaa opiskelijoiden käsityksiä siitä, mitkä asiat tukevat heidän opintojaan, 

vahvistavat heidän osallisuuden kokemuksiaan ja sopivat yhteen heidän 

näkemyksiensä kanssa hyvästä ammatillisesta koulutuksesta. Tämän tutkimuksen 

tarkoitus oli tarkastella opiskelijoiden odotuksia ja selvittää miten niihin voitaisiin 

vastata parhaalla mahdollisella tavalla. Väitöskirjan teoreettinen viitekehys oli 

Axel Honnethin tunnustuksen teoria, jonka mukaan yksilön identiteetti rakentuu 

sosiaalisessa kanssakäymisessä, jossa hän saa tunnustusta kyvyistään ja 

saavutuksistaan. Sosiaaliset kanssakäymiset muovaavat sekä yksilöiden 

identiteettiä että niitä normatiivisia mekanismeja, joiden varaan yhteiskunta on 

rakentunut. Lisäksi väitöskirjassa hyödynnettiin lukuisia muita käsitteitä ja 

teorioita, joiden tavoitteena oli tukea syvällisen ymmärryksen muodostumista 

opiskelijoiden tarpeista. Nämä monipuoliset teoriat vahvistivat väitöskirjan 

tuloksia. 

Väitöskirja kokoaa yhteen kolme tutkimusta, jotka rakentuivat empiirisen 

haastatteluaineiston varaan. Tutkimuksissa hyödynnettiin useita menetelmiä 

(sisällön analyysi, narratiivien positiointi ja aktanttianalyysi), joiden avulla 

selvitettiin vaativaa erityistä tukea ammatillisiin opintoihinsa tarvitsevien 

opiskelijoiden asemaa ja tarpeita. Haastattelut (N=29) toteutettiin vuosina 2018 ja 

2019. Ensimmäinen aineisto hankittiin haastattelemalla opiskelijoita (n=11) 

neljässä eri vaativaa erityistä tukea järjestävässä ammatillisessa oppilaitoksessa. 



 

 

Tutkimuksen 1 keskiössä oli opiskelijoiden kokemukset vuorovaikutuksesta 

vastuuopettajan kanssa. Tulokset osoittivat, että opiskelijoilla oli vaatimattomia 

toiveita opintojaan ja opettajiaan kohtaan. Vuorovaikutus opiskelijan ja opettajan 

välillä oli opiskelukeskeistä ja opettajajohtoista. Opiskelijat kuvasivat 

vuorovaikutustilanteita opettajan kanssa mukaviksi, mutta kuitenkin 

muodollisiksi ja etäisiksi. Tämän tutkimuksen perusteella tulisi osana koulutuksen 

laajempaa tavoitetta tukea opiskelijoiden kasvua autonomisiksi, tasapainoisiksi ja 

sivistyneiksi kansalaisiksi, huomioida opiskelijoiden mahdollisuus käyttää omaa 

ääntään ja tukea heidän tekemiään tulkintojaan koulutuksen aikana. Tämä koskee 

paitsi ammatillisen pätevyyden hankkimista niin myös omakohtaista kasvua sekä 

sosiaalisen, kulttuurisen että poliittisen järjestyksen omaksumista.  

Tutkimus 2 perustui kahdeksantoista valmistumassa olevan opiskelijan 

haastatteluun vaativaa erityistä tukea järjestävässä oppilaitoksessa. Tutkimuksen 

tavoitteena oli selvittää opiskelijoiden näkemyksiä hyvästä ammatillisesta 

koulutuksesta ja peilata näitä näkemyksiä Biestan (2010, 2020) teorian mukaisiin 

hyvän koulutuksen lähtökohtiin – pätevöitymiseen, sosiaaliseen ja omakohtaiseen 

kasvuun. Suomalaisen ammatillisen koulutuksen tulisi rakentua inklusiivisten 

periaatteiden varaan, jotka mahdollistavat kaikkien opiskelijoiden kasvun alansa 

ammattilaisiksi, tasapainoisiksi ja sivistyneiksi kansalaisiksi ja jotka auttavat 

opiskelijoita löytämään paikkansa maailmassa. Tutkimuksen tuloksien perusteella 

yksilöllisten opintopolkujen ja tutkinnon perusteiden mukaisen osaamisen 

painottamisen sijaan tulisi kuitenkin entistä enemmän kiinnittää huomiota 

opiskelijoiden omakohtaiseen ja sosiaaliseen kasvuun ja järjestää aitoja 

kohtaamisia koulun ulkopuolisen maailman kanssa.  

Scheffin (2000, 2003) tutkimustuloksiin nojaten tutkimus 3 esittää, että häpeä 

ja ylpeys ovat sosiaalisia primaaritunteita, jotka ovat läsnä kaikessa 

vuorovaikutuksessamme ja toiminnassamme. Tarkastelin tutkimuksessa 3 

sosiaalisten tunteiden ja sosiaalisten suhteiden dynamiikkaa opiskelijoiden ja 

opettajien välisessä vuorovaikutuksessa. Tämän tutkimuksen tulokset osoittivat, 

että opiskelijat kokivat ylpeyttä, kun he saavuttivat tavoitteensa ja pystyivät näin 

vastaamaan opettajien heille asettamiin haasteisiin. Ylpeys kytkeytyi myös 

opiskelijan kykyyn nähdä itsensä positiivisen kehityksen vyöhykkeellä suhteessa 

omiin opintoihinsa ja sosiaalisiin suhteisiinsa. Kun taas opiskelijat, jotka kokivat 

häpeän tunteita eivät nähneet positiivista kehitystä itselleen mahdollisena. 

Kolmannen tutkimuksen tulosten perusteella ammatillisessa koulutuksessa on 

tarpeen antaa tilaa osallisuuden ja yhteisöllisyyden kysymyksien käsittelyyn 

osaamiskeskustelun ja tehokkaiden yksilöllisten opintopolkujen rakentamisen 

rinnalla. 

Yhteenvetona voin todeta, että nämä kolme tutkimusta kuvasivat elementtejä, 

jotka opiskelijat kokivat vahvistavan heidän opintojensa onnistumista, 

osallisuuden kokemuksiaan ja olevan hyvän ammatillisen koulutuksen 

lähtökohtia. Tutkimukset osoittivat, että vaativaa erityistä tukea saaneet 



 

opiskelijat arvostivat mahdollisuuttaan opiskella, oppia uusia taitoja ja tietoja sekä 

kasvaa itsenäisemmiksi kansalaisiksi. Ymmärrystä ja tukea tarjoava 

opetushenkilöstö oli merkittävä tukipilari heidän opintojensa onnistumisessa. 

Väitöstutkimus esittää, että opiskelijat ponnistelivat saadakseen tunnustusta. 

Tämä tarkoittaa sitä, että opiskelijoille merkitykselliset ihmiset kuvaavat heitä 

avarakatseisella ja myönteisellä tavalla ja etteivät he tule kohdatuksi vain erityistä 

tukea tarvitsevina opiskelijoina vaan ihmisinä, joilla on arvokasta osaamista ja 

toimintakykyä. Väitöstutkimukseni peräänkuuluttaa tietoisuuden lisäämistä: 

opiskelija, jolla on jollain elämänalueella erityisen tuen tarpeita voi olla 

ammatillinen huippuosaaja.  

Tutkimukseni rohkaisee opettajia toimimaan muutosagentteina, jotka voisivat 

tukea opiskelijan lisäksi myös työelämää monimuotoisessa ja yhdenvertaisessa 

työllistymisessä ja johtamisessa. Pelkkä ymmärtäminen ei riitä maailman 

muuttamiseksi, vaan tarvitaan taloudellisen kasvun päämääristä ja tehokkuudesta 

irrallaan olevia koulutuspoliittisia toimenpiteitä ja käytänteitä. Tämä tarkoittaa 

koulujärjestelmää, joka tavoittelee ekologista, sosiaalista ja taloudellista 

kestävyyttä ja ammatillista koulutusta, joka on sitoutunut vastuullisuuteen, 

oikeudenmukaisuuteen ja vastavuoroiseen tunnustamiseen eli ekososiaaliseen 

sivistykseen. Väitöstutkimus esittää, että kestävän kehityksen mukaisen 

ammatillisen koulutuksen sydämessä ovat dialektisen tunnustuksen prosessit.  

 

 
Avainsanat: Ammatillinen koulutus, erityisopetus, vuorovaikutus, 

osallisuus, tunnustuksen teoria, laadullinen sisällönanalyysi, narratiivien 

positiointi, aktanttianalyysi 
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1 Introduction 

This study addresses the needs of marginalisation (two per cent) of all vocational 

students in Finland. The study participants are students who have serious learning 

difficulties, disabilities, or serious health problems and thus need intensive special 

support for their vocational studying. The study seeks to give the voice to them to 

understand what elements would support their studying, sense of belonging and 

would be in the core of good vocational education and training VET. People with 

learning difficulties are in a different social and educational position from the rest 

of the Finnish population though the main objective of international and national 

policies has been to improve their position (Kauppila et al., 2020). These measures 

have systematically focused on education and based on the view that improving 

educational opportunities will make disabled people more independent and 

employable (Kauppila et al., 2018). Even so, the employment rate and social 

participation of disabled people is still low (Sjöblom, 2016). People with special 

needs or partial work ability are also in the most vulnerable position in the labour 

market which should be noticed as the number of persons who have some chronic 

disease or disability which has subjective effects on their working ability is about 

600 000 in Finland (Mäkinen, 2021). Thus, it is increasingly important to figure 

out what elements enhance their studying and sense of belonging.  

Neoliberal ideas have influenced political processes in recent decades which 

has shifted the distribution of wealth and balance of power in societies (Harvey, 

2005). Neoliberal reasoning is also re-shaping ideas about what the desired aims 

and goals of education are (e.g., Holm, 2018; Komulainen et al., 2011; Lundahl, 

2016; Nylund et al., 2017; Reay, 2016). Education is identified as an important 

cornerstone of our society’s competitiveness and its purpose is intensively 

connected with the provision of employees according to the needs of the economy 

(Kiilakoski & Oravakangas, 2010). Laukia and Karjalainen (2019) assert that this 

has also had an influence on the implementation of VET in Finland. 

Personalisation is one of the key concepts of reformed Finnish VET system (Act 

on VET 531/2017, 44-49§). It has been introduced to enable and support 

individuals to acquire competence according to qualification requirements or 

labour market needs. It means flexible and agile individual learning pathways 

along which education providers serve their students and workplaces as their 

customers and offer services that meet their needs. This customer-orientation is 

closely intertwined with a competence-based approach. Students can achieve 

competence in accordance with the vocational skills requirements and learning 

outcomes in several ways and in varying learning environments. However, the 

implementation of a high-quality individual study path requires the student’s 

active agency. Individual factors like motivation, self-efficacy, cooperation skills 
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and holistic well-being, with the clarity of the objective set for the studying and 

for the future create the basis for the successful personalisation. Most of the 

students who study at a vocational college mandated to provide intensive special 

support for the students (so called vocational special education colleges), have had 

an intensively supported study path already at comprehensive school and they 

have studied full-time or part-time in special education (Niemi & Mietola, 2017). 

It is noteworthy that the demand for rapid resilience and adaptability in VET 

studying might be too challenging for those students who have grown accustomed 

to intensive support and guidance and who need more time and help for their 

learning and readjustment (Niemi & Jahnukainen, 2020). 

In Finland as in other countries little research has been undertaken on the 

vocational student’s experiences, needs and preferences and even less on students 

who need intensive special learning support to attain the initial vocational 

qualification (Billett, 2014; Wheelahan, 2020). Äikäs (2012) has explored the 

experiences of young adults with severe disabilities in upper secondary education, 

employment and the transition phase after upper secondary graduation. 

Hermanoff’s (2016), Niemi’s (2015) and Raudasoja’s (2006) studies focused on 

vocational and on pre-vocational education after compulsory education, among 

youths with severe disabilities. Selkivuori (2015) and Räty (2016) have examined 

vocational adult education and training in the light of inclusive principles. 

Karusaari (2020) studied the customer orientation of the reformed Finnish VET. 

The research by Pylväs (2018) focused on examining the influence of individual 

and environmental factors on vocational talent development. Rintala’s (2020) 

dissertation provided knowledge and understanding of workplace learning. 

General vocational education students’ perspective on the daily life of VET was 

highlighted in Niittylahti’s (2021) research and Salmi (2022) explored how the 

various motivation profiles and learning difficulties separately and together are 

associated with graduation from general VET and what perceptions students had 

about themselves as learners. This study contributes to the emerging research area 

VET and to discussions about what creates the conditions for learning, belonging 

and good VET for students who need intensive special support in their studying, 

i.e. having actual opportunities doing things with other people and experiencing 

meaningfulness in one’s life (Korhonen et al., 2017; Mertanen, 2020). 

In the following subchapters, I introduce the Finnish VET system which 

creates the context of the dissertation. Then, I present the theoretical framework 

of the study. I start with the theory of recognition, which creates the theoretical 

core of the dissertation. After that I introduce the concepts of voice and 

understanding. Then I will explore the essence of sense of belonging, shame and 

pride which is followed by my considerations of student-teacher interaction and 

speakers’ competence. Finally, I will discuss domains of good education. 
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1.1 VET in Finland 

The context of the research is in Finnish VET system mandated to provide 

intensive special support for the students. First, I will provide an overview of 

general vocational education system in Finland and then I will describe in detail 

the VET system providing intensive special support, so called vocational special 

colleges. 

 

1.1.1 General VET in Finland 

VET has a long tradition in Finland. The first vocational school was established 

in 1899, which was a new type of school at which studying included both theory 

and practical skills (Laukia, 2013; Tiilikkala, 2004). Teachers were the masters 

who taught young students and teachers had an autonomous position as 

pedagogical actors in vocational schools but also in education policy more broadly 

(Tiilikkala, 2004). During its history Finnish VET has undergone many reforms 

which have changed the roles of various stakeholders and funding. The most 

recent reform started at the beginning of 2018 when the competence-based 

approach was substituted for the previous supply-oriented approach and close co-

operation with the labour force became crucial. A new funding model was also 

introduced, the purpose of which was to improve effectiveness and quality of 

education and training. The model encourages education providers to adopt 

measures to reduce discontinuation of studying and to recognize previously 

acquired skills more efficiently. It is strongly based on performance and the 

effectiveness of education, which are instrumental values founded on outcomes in 

qualification requirements and employment. The present system allows students 

to show previously acquired competence, which is assessed and credited, and they 

can only acquire the missing competence during their VET studies. The aim of the 

VET system is to allow students to be flexible in utilizing the units of the 

qualifications and smaller parts corresponding to their own or employers’ needs. 

(Ministry of Education and Culture, Finland & Finnish National Agency for 

Education, 2019.) 

At same time with the latest reform implementation, the Finnish government 

reduced the funding of VET by € 200 mill., which is over 12 per cent of the total 

budget (AMKE, 2017). This induced pressures for cost cutting in the teaching 

resources of vocational institutions. It is obvious that this performance-based 

system with reduced teaching resources has particularly challenged those 

vocational students who have difficulties in learning or who are linguistically 

challenged. They are at risk of being bypassed during the enrolment process 

because they need more time and support for their studying and working. Neither 

does the funding system encourage vocational institutions to provide short-term 



Sanna Ryökkynen 

20 

education corresponding to the needs of employers and students (Goman et al., 

2021; Owal Group, 2021; State Auditor's Office, 2021). Though it seems that 

vocational teachers have adopted the student centred approach well, special 

support practices are unequally accessible in Finnish general vocational colleges 

(Goman et al., 2021; Maunu, 2020; Owal Group 2021; State Auditor's Office, 

2021).  

Currently the explicit aim of VET in Finland and the rest of Europe generally 

seems to be to provide skills and knowledge needed in work but at the same time 

‘to include the socially disadvantaged as well as high potentials (e.g. migrants, 

refugees, low-skilled and unemployed, inactive groups, including women), so as 

to enable them to stay and/or (re-)enter the labour market and to move freely and 

in a self-determined manner through their educational and professional careers’ 

(Advisory Committee on Vocational Training, 2018; Council of European Union, 

2020). However, the Education Policy Report of the Finnish Government (2021) 

in line with the study of Niemi and Jahnukainen (2018) indicated that the reformed 

VET system which emphasizes individuality and self-direction had set challenges 

for some students. It seems that traditional school and group-based learning is still 

important in terms of learning and sense of belonging at least for some vocational 

students (Niemi & Jahnukainen, 2018). Some education providers have also had 

challenges in implementing the personalized education to the full but the students 

working weeks have been fragmented (Finnish Government, 2021). This might 

have diluted the learning results which might lead to the polarization of students’ 

competence. It should be acknowledged in upper secondary education that some 

students need more adult support and peer learning for decision-making and 

proceeding in their study path than others.  

The report of the Finnish Government (2021) encourages education providers 

to develop further the means of personalisation and positive special treatment 

correspondingly to secure an individually sufficient amount of teaching, guidance 

and support. The report also highlights the small proportion (25 per cent) of 

vocational students continuing their studying at universities of applied sciences 

and even less, under one per cent, at university level. The placement rate in the 

labour market directly after studying is relatively high in Finland. In 2018 sixty-

nine per cent of vocational students were employed after their qualification 

(Official Statistics of Finland, 2020).  

 

1.1.2 VET providing intensive special support as research site 

Equality and associated principles are central to Nordic welfare states and to their 

educational systems, but still they seem to face the same problems of low 

throughput, high youth unemployment and frequent social exclusion (e.g., Holm, 
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2018; Jahnukainen & Itkonen, 2021; Mattila, 2020; Nylund & Rosvall, 2019). The 

purpose of Finnish VET is to provide education for all. Namely, according to the 

Act on VET (531/2017, 61§) students are entitled to receive teaching and guidance 

to be able to achieve professional skills and expertise consistent with the 

qualification requirements. Furthermore, students in vocational education are 

entitled to special and intensive special support (Act on VET 531/2017, 64§; 65§) 

if they have learning difficulties, disabilities or serious health problems and 

therefore need long-term and regular special support. The aim of special support 

is to permit equal access to education for all. Intensive special support is intended 

for those students who have serious learning difficulties, disabilities, or serious 

health problems. It is provided in vocational institutions, that is so called 

vocational special education colleges, mandated for this: five Finnish- and one 

Swedish-language vocational college. Six general vocational colleges have a 

restricted mandate to provide intensive special support for their students. Thirteen 

per cent of all vocational students needed special support and two per cent 

intensive special support for their studying during 2018-2020 (Vipunen - 

Education Statistics Finland, n.d.). Most of the students who have participated in 

special needs education in comprehensive school have continued their studies in 

VET, mainly because at the upper secondary level special support has until August 

2021 existed for the most part only in general VET colleges and in vocational 

special needs education colleges (Herranen & Souto, 2016; Kauppila et al., 2020). 

From the beginning of 2021, the Act on General Upper Secondary Education 

(10.8.2018/217) has also forced general secondary education providers to 

organize special education for their students.  

In addition to providing skills and knowledge needed in work, the purpose of 

Finnish VET is to support lifelong learning of students and their development as 

human beings and members of society. The performance funding of Finnish VET 

acknowledges students’ qualifications and employment. However, the 

employment rate of the students qualifying from vocational special education 

colleges is thought-provoking. During the years 2009-2020 only a quarter of the 

students were doing paid work and nearly one-third were unemployed one year 

after their qualification (Vipunen – Education statistics Finland, n.d.). The number 

of paid workers included both those who were working in their own field or some 

other field, and also those who were employed with a pay subsidy. In addition, the 

supply of services was extensive. Students were engaged with rehabilitative 

exemplary employment, vocational rehabilitation, work try-out etc. A pension 

was main source of livelihood for a quarter of the students one year after 

completing their studying. In addition, other sources of livelihood were either an 

earnings-related unemployment allowance or basic unemployment allowance, 

depending on the form of the work or activity the student was engaged in. This 

illustrates clearly that though students with serious learning difficulties have fewer 
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opportunities for paid employment after qualification there seems to be wide-

ranging services available for the students.  

Finnish vocational special education colleges form a partnership network 

(AMEO) and among its objectives are influencing legislation and practices in 

vocational special education. The aim of the network is to provide vocational 

special education equally throughout Finland and develop the implementation of 

vocational special education generally. The AMEO network has used the Quality 

of Life Impact Services (QOLIS) questionnaire which is designed to assess how 

certain service/s improve students’ quality of life. This questionnaire provided a 

specific perspective to recognize, identify and highlight vocational special 

colleges’ excellence through the changes in students’ quality of life which is 

significant to anyone but specifically to those tackling with multiple challenges in 

life and employment (Huttunen, 2013). This questionnaire was in active use 

during 2012-2018 but currently the AMEO network is demonstrating its 

productivity and efficacy through a national final survey [Amispalaute].  

As depicted earlier, the VET funding system rewards education providers for 

their outcomes, efficiency and effectiveness. The focus of the funding is on 

completed units and qualifications, employment or placement in further education 

after the VET (Ministry of Education and Culture, n.d.). However, the Finnish 

state has also acknowledged the different status of vocational special education 

colleges and the funding is boosted with additional grants. In conclusion, it seems 

that the Finnish state and education policy support equal opportunities to study, 

but some people will have limited prospects in getting into the labour market. The 

desired outcomes of VET are not individually adaptable, but the most desired end 

is to qualify for paid employment. In light of the statistics, an emphasis on 

education as a preparation for employment and independent living thus may be 

inappropriate and it is imperative to consider how VET can support students with 

intensive special needs to determine their own aspirations for life (Black & 

Lawson, 2017; Ågren, 2021). 

 

1.2 Theoretical framework 

1.2.1 Theory of recognition  

When we are talking about how others see us, how others treat us or how we 

should treat others or how we should acknowledge each other in everyday life, we 

are talking about recognition which is the core concept of the study. According to 

Hegel, the founding father of theories of recognition, recognition is not merely a 

phenomenon that has psychological, social and political importance but it is also 

an ontologically important phenomenon in that it is part of what constitutes human 
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persons and their social and institutional world (Ikäheimo & Laitinen, 2011). 

According to Axel Honneth (1995) who follows in the footprints of Hegel, the 

prime mover for us as human beings is our need for recognition which we seek 

from others. It is a ‘vital need’ as Charles Taylor has emphasized (Anderson, 

1995). A positive circle of reciprocal recognition establishes a strong sense of 

solidarity and allows individuals to feel that they are important and respected 

members of their community (Huttunen & Heikkinen, 2004). If recognition is 

denied to us, we develop psychological and social problems. The study is engaged 

with the view that if you recognize a student regarding a certain feature, as a 

student with special needs, you not only admit that a student has this feature, but 

you embrace a positive or negative attitude towards his or her for having this 

feature. Such recognition implies being obliged to treat the student in a certain 

way which means that you recognize a specific normative status of the other 

person (Iser, 2019). But except for this normative dimension recognition is also 

of psychological importance as Ikäheimo (2002) understands it in conceptual 

space of personhood and interpersonal relations. To develop a practical identity, 

people fundamentally depend on the feedback of other subjects. Those who fail to 

experience adequate recognition which means that they are depicted by the 

significant others in a one-sided or negative way, will find it much harder to 

embrace themselves and their skills as valuable. According to Taylor (1994) our 

identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, often by misrecognition of 

others. Misrecognition hinders or destroys people’s successful relationship with 

themselves (Iser, 2019). However, the way in which students create their world 

and the reasons they use is embedded in holistic webs of meanings which they 

jointly reproduce and redo. The crucial feature of human life is its dialogical 

character where language is in a broad sense a vehicle for defining ourselves 

through interaction with significant others.  

Honneth (1995) has stated that whole of human life is a struggle for 

recognition. Human agency is constituted in and through relationships with others, 

when one’s formation as an ethical subject and agent is dependent on the 

responsiveness of others with respect to care for one’s needs and emotions 

(emotional support), respect for one’s moral and legal dignity (cognitive respect), 

and esteem for one’s social achievements (social esteem) (Honneth, 1995; van den 

Brink & Owen, 2007). Honneth (1995) claims that the three principles of 

recognition express the normative core of an adequate recognition. Furthermore, 

Honneth (1995) categorizes forms of recognition into three distinct spheres, into 

recognitive attitudes which are (1) Love; (2) Rights; (3) Solidarity. Love, both 

friendship and parental love, as an element of recognition refers to an emotional 

concern for the well-being and needs of a person. Without the assurance that is 

felt if this care continues even after the subject has become independent, it would 

become impossible for the loving subject to recognize that independence. 

Therefore, recognition is here characterized by a double process, in which the 
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other is released and, at the same time, emotionally tied to the loving subject. As 

for respect, it stands for the recognition of the equal moral accountability. This 

element refers to the right to shape one’s own life without being hindered by the 

state, institutions, or other persons. To respect a student as an autonomous person 

implies leaving certain decisions to himself or herself. Finally, solidarity which is 

linked to social esteem. It means the evaluation of particular traits and abilities 

against the background of implicit standards. Characteristic of solidarity is that 

people esteem each other’s contributions to a shared goal, to the horizon of values 

that makes it possible to experience each other’s uniqueness as meaningful for 

shared praxis (Honneth, 1995). 

According to Honneth (1995) these spheres of recognition are coupled with 

three aspects of practical self-relation: (1) Self-confidence; (2) Self-respect; (3) 

Self-esteem. Self-confidence depends on love and care, self-respect on respect and 

self-esteem on social esteem (Laitinen, 2003). (1) Basic self-confidence is 

constructed between a child and the primary carer in which subject gains basic 

confidence in themselves. Basic self-confidence comes before every other form 

of reciprocal recognition. (2) Self-respect refers to the personal ability to express 

one’s own needs and desires, as a result of the awareness of being surrounded by 

a sphere of unconditional love and emotional concern. Self-respect is mediated by 

the sense of being a bearer of equal rights, and thus being publicly recognized as 

a person with an equal degree of moral accountability; and self-esteem is the 

positive self-evaluation of one’s own particular capacities and achievements 

(Honneth, 1995; van Leeuwen, 2007). Honneth (1995) concludes that legal 

recognition enables a person to understand himself or herself as someone who 

possesses the capabilities that make him or her to appear as a full member of 

society. (3) Self-esteem is a practical relation-to-self in which one’s distinct traits 

and abilities are valued though they are not shared by all (Honneth, 1995; van den 

Brink & Owen, 2007). According to Honneth (1995) this practical relation-to-self 

is formed through relationships of solidarity in which individuals or groups share 

a common project or horizon of value. The general form of mutual recognition 

means that two recognizers mutually take each other as recognizers and accept the 

normative implications of such takings (Laitinen, 2003).  

Honneth (2012) argues that individuals’ dependency on experiences of social 

recognition explains why they seek membership in various forms of social 

associations. The experience that one’s own needs, judgement and skills are 

regarded as valuable is one that students must constantly renew and re-affirm so 

that they do not lose their strength and vitality. Feeling that one’s skills are 

valuable to others requires lifelong affirmation. After a student has entered 

vocational college and a career, the number of people upon whose esteem one’s 

own self-esteem depends on grows considerably. Thus, students have a very 

normal and natural need to be recognized as members in social groups in which 

they can receive constant affirmation of their needs, judgement and various skills 
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in direct interaction with others. Honneth (2012) claims that the esteem of one’s 

peers is the central motive behind group formation. The axes of Honneth’s (1995, 

2012) theory of recognition applied in the dissertation are summarized in Table 1.   

 

Table 1. Honneth’s theory of recognition 

Mode of recognition 

 

Emotional support Cognitive respect Social esteem 

Dimension of 

personality 

Needs and emotions Moral responsibility Traits and abilities 

Forms of 

recognition 

Primary relationships 

(love, friendship) 

Legal relations 

(rights) 

Community of value 

(Solidarity) 

Practical relation to 

self 

Basic self-confidence Self-respect Self-esteem 

 

Honneth (1995) argues that denial of recognition is a form of disrespect that 

can be harmful for the sense of belonging. Lack of recognition affects individuals 

first at the level of physical integrity, second at the level of moral self-respect, and 

finally if the individual’s way of life is seen as inferior or deficient.  

 

1.2.2 Understanding and voice  

In the study, students’ voice is defined as being socially grounded, performed 

through exchange, reflexive and embodied. These elements connect it to 

Honneth’s (1995) theory of recognition. The main purpose of the study is to give 

a voice to vocational students with special educational needs and to pursue and 

understand the elements that would enhance their studying and their sense of 

belonging. When speaking about understanding we can distinguish between 

epistemologically relevant usages referring to understanding as a faculty, as a 

process or as a result of a process (Baumberger, 2014; Baumberger et al., 2017). 

The aim of the study was to address the voice of the students to understand what 

the elements are which students perceive as enhancing their studying and sense of 

belonging and thus, creating domains for good VET. This ascription employing 

the “what“ clause ascribes interrogative understanding, which is both the process 

and the result of the study (Grimm et al., 2016; Pritchard, 2010). The process of 

coming to understand consists various general cognitive abilities, like reason, 

plan, think abstractly, solve problems, comprehend complex ideas, learn from 

experience (Plomin, 1999). Understanding is also the result of a cognitive process. 

Consequently, I propose that to understand is a verb of success. 

Voice could be equated with the sound of a person speaking or with the 

expression of a person’s opinion which would be a political use of the word voice. 

A promise to give voice to minority and under-represented groups is part of the 

emancipatory agenda of educational research and practice to which this study 
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contributes (e.g., Barton, 2005; Freire, 1970; Wenham, 2021). Voice is crucial to 

the legitimacy of modern democracies while across economic and cultural life 

voice has been offered in various ways (Couldry, 2010). But voice is not just about 

voicing or speaking, it is about listening and hearing. It is in the ways that the 

listener reacts, accepts or rejects what has been put out into to the social 

environment that reveals the impact of that voice (Lawy, 2017). This opens us up 

to an understanding of the struggles of recognition of the non-dominant minority 

of vocational students who might have a different way of speaking, reasoning or 

experiencing their vocational studying than majority of students. Students’ voice 

researchers had reinforced our understanding of the various ways students elect to 

express themselves, what students say about how they learn, what enhances their 

learning, how they want to be treated by others etc. (Pazey, 2020). Students 

generally possess a strong sense of what is fair and right regarding how they are 

treated (Smyth, 2006). However, according to Billet (2014) sentiments of 

powerful others have shaped the standing of VET and its proposes and practices 

though to realize its purposes VET system necessarily requires to be informed by 

and directed by the interests of students. 

1.2.3 Sense of belonging 

Many studies have demonstrated that individuals cannot flourish nor function 

alone, but social interactions are an essential part of human life (e.g., Baumeister 

& Leary, 1995; Lucas & Dyrenforth, 2006; Pirskanen et al., 2020; Sandstrom & 

Dunn, 2014; Stewart, 2013; Sun et al., 2020). Social relations have a powerful 

effect on our happiness and other aspects of well-being (Honneth, 1995; Ikäheimo 

& Laitinen, 2011; Laitinen, 2003; Taylor, 1994). Our fundamental needs are to 

belong and to be recognized by significant others. When it comes to the VET 

context, Jauhola and Kortelainen (2018) reported that to promote students’ sense 

of belonging in Finnish VET, pedagogical management and student welfare 

services hold the key which will ensure a quality personalisation process, 

structures supporting individual choices, guidance, support, and an accessible 

college community. Students prefer achievements that are validated, valued and 

recognized by other people, by their teachers, employers, families and peers 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Students’ sense of belonging is composed 

individually in many ways and relates to many different objects of attachments 

through different situations in different learning environments and in everyday 

life (May, 2013). These complex interactions between environmental and personal 

factors either hinder or promote a student’s sense of belonging (Yuval-Davis, 

2006). The feelings of external connectedness are grounded in the context or 

referent group to whom the student chooses, wants, and feels permission to belong 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Honneth, 1995; Leary, 2001; Mahar et al., 2013). 
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Notably those students who must compete with underrepresentation, with 

negative stereotypes and who struggle for recognition are attentive to indications 

that could communicate that they do not belong or are not fully included in these 

settings (Honneth, 1995; Walton & Carr, 2012a, 2012b; Walton & Cohen, 2007, 

2011). In school contexts, performance and behaviour in an educational 

environment can be deeply affected by the way students feel they are seen and 

judged; that is, how they are recognized by others (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2011). 

Negatively stigmatized groups, like students with special educational needs, 

report more often about rejection and exclusion than others (Kaiser & Miller, 

2003; Walton & Cohen, 2007). Furthermore, it seems that the negative images 

and stigma connected to special education and students with special educational 

needs dominate the sense-making (Mietola, 2014; Niemi, 2015). The division 

between special and ordinary is steepest in the student culture, the exception being 

when we are talking about students with special talents (Mietola, 2014). But not 

all belongings and recognitions are important to students in the same way and to 

the same extent, but the more threatened and less secure they feel, the more central 

the emotional components of their constructions of themselves and their identities 

become.  

As with sense of belonging, issues related to equality are often connected to 

social relationships, and with the deference given to all people and groups of 

people in society. Thus, it is also a matter of mutual recognition, that is how we 

meet, treat and value each other (Honneth, 1995). The questions of inequality 

should not only discover the upliftment of those in a less competitive position like 

students with special needs, but to acknowledge the uneven distribution of 

opportunities (Mattila, 2020). If inequalities in belonging in society are considered 

to be social constructions which are developed in social interaction and not as 

universal or institutional social facts, it is also possible to deconstruct them, find 

alternatives and strive towards building alternative futures for all (Therborn, 

2013). That is to consider, what those social institutions and practices are which 

aim to assess each student’s progress, to identify and recognize the conditions for 

their flourishing (Honneth, 1995; Stewart, 2013). Foucault (1982) suggests that 

freedom and power are intrinsically linked with each other. Every education 

system including VET is a political means of maintaining or modifying the 

appropriateness of discourses with knowledge and power they bring with them. In 

Finland social exclusion of young people has become an important issue in the 

political debate, where social exclusion has been viewed particularly in terms of 

accumulation of factors which lead to an underprivileged status, primarily as a 

combination of low levels of education, long-term unemployment, life 

management problems, health problems and social passivity (Hämäläinen & 

Matikainen, 2018). Exclusion is defined as an enforced lack of participation, 

where social isolation occurs for reasons that are beyond the control of those 
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subject to it (Barry, 1998; Davey & Gordon, 2017). Thus, the processes of 

including and excluding are organized through systems of habits, rights, and 

entitlements that give priority to some people over others and coordinate the 

activities required (Reimer, 2004). Therefore it is not enough to capture the cases 

of inclusion and exclusion but it is necessary to include an explicit focus on the 

social norms themselves, on the structures and practices and the often-hidden 

conditions they impose (Davey & Gordon, 2017). This means a positive circle of 

mutual recognition which establishes a strong sense of solidarity and allows 

students to feel that they are important and respected members of their VET 

community and the workforce (Huttunen & Heikkinen, 2004).  

1.2.4 Shame and pride 

Shame and pride as social emotions are closely related to the social bonds and 

sense of belonging of the students. Honneth (1995, 2012) has stated that all human 

life is a struggle for recognition which means that human agency is constituted in 

and through relations with others and that lack of social approval might open up a 

psychological gap within one’s personality, into which negative reactions such as 

shame and rage could step. For Cooley (1992) shame and pride are both aroused 

from self-monitoring, seeing oneself from the point of view of the other. Retzinger 

(1995) has elaborated on shame and has proposed that if the others are viewed as 

caring less about the relationship than a student himself or herself, then self is 

evaluated negatively or there might be indications of alienation from significant 

others which creates an explicit connection with Honneth’s theory recognition. If 

a student experiences shame, it might also cause comparisons between the student 

and others in which the student appears inferior, or the student might simply 

wonder if he or she is sufficient (Honneth, 1995; Retzinger, 1995). Shame and 

pride are deeply embedded in the social context in which they occur and therefore 

are complex to understand (Retzinger, 1995; Scheff, 2000, 2003). Ahmed (2014) 

suggests that emotions create the boundaries and surfaces that allow us to 

distinguish between an inside and outside. Emotions become a form of social 

presence rather than self-presence through which we respond to objects and 

others. Furthermore, according to Ahmed (2014) shame requires a witness: even 

if a subject is alone, it is an imagined view of the other that is taken on by a subject 

in relation to herself or himself. This dissertation draws on Scheff’s (2000, 2003) 

sociological definition of shame and pride. By shame I mean a large family of 

emotions like embarrassment, humiliation, shyness that involve reactions to 

rejection, feelings of failure or inadequacy. Thus, according to this view, shame 

includes many cognates and variants, but they are united by the feeling of threat 

to the social bond which give rise to shame whereas pride refers to a strong and 

safe involvement in interaction (Scheff, 2000, 2003). The sense that a student has 
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failed to live up to his or her own standards or standards set by others like teachers, 

parents or peers would signal a threat to his or her social relationships and thus, 

shame. I argue that by exploring shame and pride in vocational students’ 

experiences, we might receive a better understanding of their needs. 

In the school context, emotions are both experiences and are instrumental for 

academic achievement and personal growth (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 

2014). Experiencing excessive anxiety about school assignments and social 

relationships can hamper a student’s academic performance and have a negative 

influence on his or her psychological and physical health (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-

Garcia, 2014). Hence, students’ motivational and goal-related processes could be 

associated with triggering a shame reaction, but on the other hand they also can 

contribute to shame resiliency (Turner et al., 2002). This means that experiencing 

enjoyment and success while working on a challenging assignment can contribute 

to growing self-direction and goal setting (Bach et al., 2014). Students with special 

educational needs are subjected to even more shame in the classroom than others, 

as they might encounter minimal opportunities for positive educational 

experiences or personal relationships (Jenson et al., 2004). Furthermore, 

socioemotional, behavioural, and learning problems might have remarkable long-

term effects on these students’ educational careers (Hakkarainen et al., 2016). It 

is crucial not only to understand the causes of these emotional events but also to 

recognize better how these events influence students’ and teachers’ success in 

different learning environments and in everyday life (Pekrun & Schutz, 2007). 

According to earlier studies, positive teacher-student relationships become 

particularly important for students’ academic development and engagement 

(Martin & Collie, 2019; Oades-Sese et al., 2014). One important dimension of 

teacher-student relationship is provisions of instrumental help, but in addition, the 

relative role of emotional support is to be acknowledged (Wentzel, 2012). It is 

important to acknowledge that teachers’ emotional intelligence or social 

competence might sometimes relate to the difficulties in working with certain 

types of special educational needs students. Therefore the soft skills might unfold 

crucial in the teachers’ work, which means that teachers’ abilities should include 

self-awareness of one’s own feelings and empathy, understanding the situations 

and emotional states of others (Skura & Świderska, 2021) 

 

1.2.5 Student-teacher interaction and speakers’ competence 

The core of the education is the interaction between a student and a teacher. 

According to Bahktin (1981, p. 293) ‘verbal discourse is a social phenomenon – 

social throughout its entire range and each and every of its factors, from the sound 

image to the furthest reaches of abstract meaning.’ This encapsulates the premise 
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of the study which approaches the interaction between students and class teachers 

as a social phenomenon in which talk is interactionally constructed and negotiated 

for particular purposes (Bakhtin, 1981; Goffman, 1981). Hence, in the study the 

notion of communication is perceived as goal-directed strategies or manifest 

behaviours of individuals instead conceiving it as an emergent process between 

interlocutors (Baxter, 2004).  

Extensive previous research has indicated that the quality of student-teacher 

interaction impacts on cognitive performance, motivation and well-being of the 

students and teachers. Results from Tyler et al. (2016) showed that students’ 

perceptions of teachers are a significant predictor of school attachment. Elffers et 

al. (2012) and Niittylahti (2021) claimed that school experiences, sense of 

belonging and positive relationships matter for students, to feel connected to their 

study. According to Äärelä (2012), more attention should be paid to teacher-

student relationships and to aspects enhancing positive interaction which would 

support young students studying and lifeworld generally. Korthagen et al. (2014) 

defined a student-teacher contact as a two way interactive process in which both 

participants influence each other’s cognitive, emotional, motivational and 

behavioural responses. Whereas Spilt et al. (2011) demonstrated that individual 

teacher-student relationship might also affect the personal and professional self-

esteem of teachers and on their wellbeing in the long run. Studies linking the 

students’ perceptions of teacher interpersonal behaviour and learning outcome in 

VET are few. The results of the study by van Uden et al. (2014) showed that 

perceived interpersonal teacher behaviour was the most important predictor of all 

types of student engagement in pre-vocational and vocational studying. 

Vocational teachers’ pivotal role was also highlighted in the study of Henderson 

and Fisher (2008).  

Interaction competence is about the knowledge and abilities needed by a 

student to be able to interact with a teacher. It is a multidimensional and cross-

disciplinary concept that forms a basis of human behaviour. According to Hymes 

(1972) communicative competence is about the knowledge and usage of language 

in a way that is suitable for the communicative situation. In other words, 

competence means to be aware that different situations demand different types of 

language use. Thus, speakers’ competence in interaction can be evaluated from 

two perspectives: speaking effectively and speaking meaningfully (Hymes, 1972; 

Sanders, 2015). The first one means that a speaker acquires knowledge of rules, 

customs, practices, and norms, that delimit the utterances fit and cohere to the 

purposes within the current interaction. The latter perspective is that people 

acquire knowledge of meaning relations and structural relations between 

utterances by which they combine to form a whole. In the dissertation I was 

interested in the students’ speaker competence involved in being an effective 

speaker in student-teacher interaction. To speak effectively in that interaction is a 
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matter of contribution to it in a way that leads gradually to the achievement of the 

speaker’s goal. An interest in the basis of speaking effectively arises from 

presumption that students are not equally able to speak effectively. The particulars 

that make speaking competent from this perspective are most identified in terms 

of its prosocial qualities such as openness, directness and cooperativeness, rather 

than any linguistic and vocal details (Sanders, 2015). The knowledge and 

cognitive processing that are required in interaction involve empathy and 

perspective-taking. Because verbal discourse is a social phenomenon, each 

speaker in an interaction has an influence over the interaction and the 

meaningfulness of what is said (Bakhtin, 1981; Goffman, 1981). Even if the 

interaction proceeds exactly as one speaker wants it to, it still depends on how the 

other participates for that to happen. As I depicted earlier, not all students are 

equally capable or willing in social interactions. A student might interact 

meaningfully while being ineffective, having adopted means and ends that a more 

experienced and effective participants might have rejected. According to Sanders 

(2003), training and practice in participating in such activities would work as a 

remedy, often something accomplished through the process of socialization which 

takes time.  

However, the Finnish VET system which emphasizes ‘market relevance’ by 

reducing the time required for studying and speeding up students’ transitions into 

the workforce sets certain expectations for the students’ speaking competence. 

The system allows students to construct individual study paths corresponding to 

their own and employers’ needs (Act on Vocational Education and Training 

531/2017; Ministry of Education and Culture & Finnish National Agency for 

Education, 2019). Thus, an ideal student in the Finnish VET system is a self-

governing and autonomous person who sets their own career goals and is engaged 

with the principles of life-long learning (Niemi & Jahnukainen, 2020; Nylund et 

al., 2017). According to Niemi and Jahnukainen (2020) the emphasis on self-

guidance and initiative in learning tasks does not offer a safe, stable learning space 

for all students of VET. In their study, Niemi and Jahnukainen (2020) showed that 

teachers’ responsibility in learning tasks advanced students’ opportunities to 

participate in learning processes. This is in line with the results of the latest 

Amisbarometri (2022) which reports that two-thirds of Finnish vocational 

students found the number of teachers’ teaching hours suitable for them but 28% 

would have appreciated more time and presence from their teachers. The 

Amisbarometri report (2022) indicates also that students lack support from their 

vocational colleges.  
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1.2.6 Good education 

VET has had a long tradition in Finland, and it has a significant social standing. 

The excellence of education is often defined by the measurements of outcomes, 

and the funding of Finnish VET rewards vocational colleges when students 

complete qualifications and gain employment (Ministry of Education and Culture, 

n.d.). It seems that national and international comparisons, league tables, 

accountability, evidence-based education and effective schooling rule in the 

present educational discussions (Biesta, 2010; Kiilakoski & Oravakangas, 2010; 

Power, 2012; Wallenius et al., 2018). Students, teachers, schools and even entire 

education systems work under the pressure to perform and to pursue excellence 

which forgets the fundamental fact of human freedom and the fact that education 

has to engage with this (Biesta, 2021; Simola, 2015). Biesta (2015a, 2021) states 

that there is a range of ways in which human beings exist and the task of education 

should rather be about opening up these options than only providing students with 

the position of the learner or the worker on the labour market.  

This study follows the considerations of Biesta (2010, 2015b, 2020, 2022) and 

argues that in education the question of purpose is multidimensional and suggests 

that three domains can be found: qualification, socialization and subjectification. 

Biesta (2020) proposes that domains of education could be represented as 

concentric circles with subjectification either as the inner or outer of the circles. 

In the study I have positioned subjectification at the centre because subjects, 

students, and their experiences and needs, are on the focus of my research (see 

Figure 1). However, this does not mean that I have disregarded vocational 

qualifications, knowledge, skills, and traditions, but I believe that in the domain 

of education, we are always connected with the students to the practices that are 

pursued and transformed (Biesta, 2020; Dewey, 1949; Kemmis et al., 2013; 

Schatzki, 2012). The qualification domain of VET provides students with the 

knowledge, skills and understanding needed in work and for further study. VET 

is implemented through the practical realisation of curriculum through its local 

variations and individual teachers’ interpretations and emphases. Therefore, I 

propose that it constitutes the frames for VET. In Finland VET has an explicit 

connection to work which makes the socialization dimension of education 

specific. Firstly, training agreements and a competence-based approach provide 

students with opportunities for individual study paths to gain only missing skills 

and knowledge to fulfil workforce needs and to be employed. Secondly, VET 

provides a certain representation of cultures, traditions and practices which is its 

socialization function. Socialization also allows students to come to terms with 

the expectations that provide structure to a particular social system (Luhmann, 

1995). To define the constitution of good education necessitates acknowledging 

all these domains of education, because when we engage with one dimension, we 
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always have an impact on the others (Biesta, 2010, 2020). Thus, if we engage with 

the socialization domain of VET and scrutinize the transmission of norms and 

values for the purpose of professional socialization, we do so in a particular 

content which is linked to qualification function. On the other hand, engaging with 

subjectification in VET is done under certain curricular content which is 

connected with the socialization and qualification functions of VET. It is crucial 

that having skills and knowledge cannot occur without a subject, a student. 

Without a strong connection to the subject and subjectification, vocational 

qualification becomes training which is something we do to others not with them 

(Biesta, 2020).  

 

Figure 1. Dimensions of education (Biesta 2010, 2020) 

The agility and efficiency of the Finnish VET process are highly acclaimed, 

but there is very little explicit attention to what constitutes a good education and 

what the ultimate values and aims of VET are, and for whom. The question of 

purpose is the most important question: What is it that we are seeking to achieve 

through VET for students who have serious learning difficulties or disorders and 

what is the appropriate content students should engage with and why (Biesta, 

2015b). Education could paradoxically be situated as not only the solution to 

inequalities in society but also as one of the main causes of these very same 

inequalities because of their complexity and fragility and incomplete nature of 

strategies to address them (Power, 2012). Finnish VET policy seeks to tackle the 

inequalities as its purpose is to provide equal opportunities for all to study and to 

acquire the competence needed in the workforce. Vocational students who have 

special educational needs are entitled to special support for their studying to be 

able to fulfil the qualification requirements and to pursue their place on the labour 

market, even though there are no equal job markets for them. Hence, it is not 

enough to look only at paid employment as the only practice of VET that will add 
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wealth, inclusion, and social belonging in society, but we should look at the 

purpose from another viewpoint: creating capabilities and supporting students’ 

subjective and social well-being among other people (Gorz, 1999) 
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2 Aim of the research and research questions 

The aim of this dissertation is to gain deeper understanding about the elements of 

support that vocational students who receive intensive learning support perceive 

as the most relevant for enhancing their studying, sense of belonging and what 

would create the domains for good VET. The significance of the dissertation 

derives from the importance of investigating the needs and the experiences of the 

students who represent the 2% minority of Finnish vocational students and whose 

experiences might not be heard, are marginalized or shunted off. Because the 

students’ study paths have been intensively supported and guided since the basic 

education years, it is important to listen to their voice (Hakala et al., 2013; Niemi, 

2014; Niemi & Kurki, 2014). Secondly, though Finnish VET is closely connected 

with the workforce and even though many employers have a lack of skilled 

workers, students with intensive special needs have difficulties in finding their 

place in the labour market: Only a quarter of the students with initial vocational 

qualification do paid work after their VET studying (Vipunen -Education 

Statistics Finland, n.d.). Finland promotes justice through education for all but it 

seems that the labour market is not equal but those who belong to less competitive 

groups like the partially disabled are often excluded from the labour market 

(Kuptsch & Charest, 2021; Mäkinen, 2021). Thirdly, there is a lack of scholarly 

knowledge of the VET system providing intensive special support as national and 

international VET research has tended to focus on the practices of the general 

vocational education system (Wheelahan, 2020). The study provides students’ 

perspectives on the issues. 

To achieve the aim of the dissertation, the focus of Study 1 was directed 

towards the interaction between a class teacher and a student. In the study, the 

interaction was appraised as the core of education because according earlier 

studies, a positive interaction between a teacher and a student is a leading factor 

promoting school attachment, motivation, academic success and well-being of 

students (Roorda et al., 2011; van Uden et al., 2014; Äärelä, 2012). Study 1 

confirms that a teacher-planned orientation in which students act with an 

accommodating and humble attitude but with an emotionally charged way is 

needed. That is, a safe distance to their teachers is needed. To deepen my 

understanding of the students’ needs and preferences, Study 2 reflects the 

students’ experiences on the Biesta’s domains of good education, qualification, 

socialization and subjectification (Biesta, 2010, 2020). The study contributes to 

the discussion about what constitutes good VET and proposes that this question 

be answered by acknowledging all three domains of education rather than 

emphasizing the measurable outcomes like the number of units completed, 

qualifications and employment rates. To complement and sharpen the results of 
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the dissertation, Study 3 investigates the dynamics of social emotions and social 

bonds between students and class teachers. According to earlier studies emotions 

are a significant part of schooling and positive emotional experience promotes 

increased personal involvement in learning and in social interaction generally 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Naude et al., 2014; Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 

2014). Thus, to reach the aim of the dissertation, the third article advocates social 

belonging in VET institutions and contributes to the discussion about students’ 

needs and about communality, about social and subjective domains of VET, which 

are to be acknowledged with system-level questions about qualifications, 

competence and labour market needs. 

 

As depicted in Table 2, the individual studies propose more nuanced questions 

to further explore the overarching research questions: 

 

RQ1) Of vocational students receiving intensive special learning support, 

which elements do they perceive as enhancing their studying? 

RQ2) Of vocational students receiving intensive special learning support, 

which elements do they perceive as enhancing their sense of belonging? 

RQ3) What are the students’ perceptions of what constitutes the elements of 

good VET? 
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Table 2. Summary of overarching research questions and research questions of the Studies 1, 2 and 

3 

Study and Article  Overarching research questions Research questions 

Study and Article 1 

 

RQ1) Of vocational students receiving 
intensive special learning support, 
which elements do they perceive as 
enhancing their studying? 

RQ2) Of vocational students receiving 
intensive special learning support 
which elements do they perceive as 
enhancing their sense of belonging? 

RQ3) What are the students’ 
perceptions of what constitutes the 
elements of good VET? 

RQ1) How do VET students 
receiving intensive special 
support describe the 
interaction with their class 
teacher? 

RQ2) What is the purpose and 
orientation of the interaction 
according to students? 

RQ3) What guidance is 
provided in the interaction 
between students and class 
teachers? 

 

Study and Article 2 RQ3) What are the students’ 
perceptions of what constitutes the 
elements of good VET? 

RQ) To what extent are 
Biesta’s dimensions of good 
education - qualification, 
socialization, and 
subjectification - audible in the 
narratives of Finland’s VET 
special educational needs 
students? 

Study and Article 3 RQ1) Of vocational students receiving 
intensive special learning support, 
which elements do they perceive as 
enhancing their studying? 

RQ2) Of vocational students receiving 
intensive special learning support 
which elements do they perceive as 
enhancing their sense of belonging? 

RQ3) What are the students’ 
perceptions of what constitutes the 
elements of good VET? 

RQ1) What experiences 
related to the dynamics of 
pride and shame did students 
narrate in their social bonds 
with their class teachers? 

RQ2) What do these 
experiences tell us about 
participants’ and about their 
activity and needs? 
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3 Methodology 

The dissertation aims to address the experiences and preferences of students with 

intensive special educational needs and to investigate the elements of support that 

they perceive as being the most important. It is qualitative research, which is 

hermeneutic, interpretative and practical in nature (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). The 

emancipatory knowledge interest covers the nuances of the VET system providing 

intensive special support which provides opportunities to reflect and interpret its 

social relevancies, practices and constructions from the students’ perspective. 

Interpretative studies like this take a stand on culture, social group or the 

community in which the subjects of the study live and act. In this case this can be 

particularized into a VET system providing intensive special support. 

Interpretative study is more than an interpreter of single subject’s experiences, but 

it is a window onto shared experiences which form an entity (Risjord, 2014, p. 

60). Moreover, though students have different experiences, they must suppose that 

there is a stable and uniform social world on which different students have a 

perspective.  

Because the participants in the study were students who represent the minority 

of vocational students and whose study paths are intensively guided and 

supported, this study was not only interpretative by nature but also emancipatory 

and critical. It means that VET was considered to be much more than vocational 

qualifications and measurable outcomes. VET was seen as a starting point for 

social equality and democracy though it can also being among the main causes of 

inequality (Beach & Sernhede, 2011; Kalalahti et al., 2020; Power, 2012). Most 

educational policies can be seen as attempts to make education equal, but the 

solutions made embody different assumptions about what counts as a socially-just 

education system and the obstacles that prevent this from being realized. VET 

may have important inclusive functions in providing alternative learning careers 

for young people, supporting their study motivation and vocational identities 

(Larsen & Thunqvist, 2018). Nevertheless, it seems that the expansion of 

education does not have a significant impact on relative social class disadvantages, 

for reasons arising from the dynamic relationship between the structures of a 

capitalist economy and formal education (Lynch, 2019). Disabled people, like 

other less competitive groups, have challenges in both employment and social 

participation (Kuptsch & Charest, 2021; Mäkinen, 2021; Sjöblom, 2016). 

The study paradigm is grounded on social constructionism according to which 

truth is constructed through social interaction as students engage with the world 

and with each other (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). The ontological dimension of 

social constructionism assumes that reality itself is a social construct generated 
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from multiple negotiations of interpretations that people give the world (Sandu, 

2016). ‘Social constructionism holds that individuals seek to make meaning of 

their lives and that the researcher has to examine the question through multiple 

lenses of the individuals involved, to obtain the definition of the situation, to see 

how they make sense of their situation and to focus on interactions, contexts, 

environments and biographies’ (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 23). According to Sandu 

(2016) social reality is constructed around the communicative interactions within 

the negotiation processes of the interpretations that continuously occur between 

the actors of communication. Burr (2015) summarizes that social constructionist 

approach accepts a critical stance towards taken-for-granted knowledge. A critical 

relationship with educational phenomena is an important epistemological premise 

for the dissertation. This means that the study has adopted a critical stance about 

norms and presumed behavioural patterns and it strives to understand the elements 

in education that would be the most important and relevant for the vocational 

students with special needs (Kiilakoski & Oravakangas, 2010). VET is not only 

an autonomous cultural phenomenon or pedagogical relationship between 

students and teachers but it is also an activity which constructs or dismantles social 

dominance and class distinctions (Siljander, 2014). To change the world, to 

change Finnish VET, to respond to the students’ needs and expectations, it is 

essential to understand the implicit elements underlying the explicit (Heikkinen & 

Kukkonen, 2019). Therefore, the critical-emancipatory knowledge of the 

dissertation is based on hermeneutic knowledge of the society and good life 

(Heikkinen et al., 2018). The hermeneutic understanding of the study leads to the 

presumption that the needs experienced by students with special needs refer to the 

cultural historical tradition, the language and the traditions the students have 

adopted (Backman, 2018). The hermeneutic understanding of the study connects 

it with the view that interpretation is circular. The hermeneutic circle not only 

helps in reflectively interpreting students’ expressions but it also enables people 

to understand themselves and their own lived experiences (Kerdeman, 2015).  

The starting point for the dissertation is my own pre-understanding, which was 

constructed through the philosophical and theoretical choices and through my 

work experience as a vocational special needs teacher with the students who need 

intensive support for their learning. According to Tökkäri (2018) a researcher who 

is interested in the experiences of the participants should carry out research free 

from assumptions, though a researcher can never adopt a role of a fully objective 

observer, because her or his experiences are developed in the context of the subject 

of the study. According to Gadamer (1989) understanding which always contains 

prejudices and assumptions is a dialogue between a researcher’s own prejudices 

and the subject of interpretation. However, understanding is not only a method, 

but also a way to exist in the world. The better we understand the details the better  
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we can understand the wider picture and vice versa. The emphasis of the 

dissertation is not to understand the causal relationships but to understand better 

the needs and experiences of students. Although I must be aware of the causality, 

students’ earlier experiences and their short-term and long-term plans affect this 

moment. Furthermore, the knowledge the dissertation provides is not 

unconditional, but it has been constructed through the theories and methods 

applied which emphasize the educations multiple domains of purpose.  

3.1 General methodological approach 

The articles summarized in the dissertation have used a wide range of 

methodologies (content analysis, narrative’s positioning and actantial analysis). 

The overall dissertation process has been iterative which means that it has been 

ongoing, and I have been led by the data to ask another set of questions and to use 

another type of method (see Figure 2). Therefore, the research frame for the 

dissertation is multimethod: what is learned from one particular data and method 

is integrated in the application of another method (Axinn & Pearce, 2006; Brewer 

& Hunter, 2006). Anyhow, the addition of multiple methods has served as a 

supplementary function: they have answered different questions but their primary 

aim has been to support the core qualitative driven approach and the overarching 

research questions and the aim of the dissertation (Hesse-Biber et al., 2015). I 

argue that by combining multiple methods, it is possible to elicit important new 

insights into the position and needs of the students who receive intensive special 

support. Social life phenomena are too complex to be studied using a one 

dimensional statistical method (Flick, 2018). Each qualitative method reveals only 

part of reality. Therefore, by combining several research methods, that is using 

multiple methods, I strived for a holistic understanding of the students’ needs and 

expectations (Morse & Chung, 2003). The term ‘multiple-methods research’ is 

used to describe research which covers mixed-method research that combines 

quantitative and qualitative research, as well as qualitative multiple methods, 

which also include the concept of triangulation (Brewer & Hunter, 2006; Flick, 

2018). Triangulated measurements were used in the dissertation to pinpoint the 

dimensions of students’ needs and expectations more accurately by observing 

them from several methodological viewpoints (Brewer & Hunter, 2006). 
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Figure 2. Overall dissertation process 

The research consisted of three distinct studies in which the students’ experiences 

created the core of the study. The dissertation is engaged with a constructionist 

approach and appraises social interaction, belonging and social emotions as 

fundamental phenomena which might have had remarkable effects on vocational 

students by increasing their engagement with learning and constructing their 

pathways through learning and work (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Pekrun & 

Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014; Roorda et al., 2011; Äärelä, 2012). Therefore, the 

focus of Study 1 was directed at students’ experiences of the interaction with their 

teachers and on the guidance they received. I used semi-structured interviews and 

content analysis as methods to drill into the students’ experiences of the 

interaction with their teachers. The study concluded that though Finnish VET 

system provides its students with an opportunity for self-guiding and individual 

study paths the participants had traditional expectations for the guidance of the 

teachers. Teachers’ presence, understanding, support and time would enhance 

their learning and social belonging in school and in workplace learning. This is in 

contradiction with the present policy of VET system where agile, efficient, 

competence-based and self-regulated study paths are emphasized and where 

teachers are seen as coaches who facilitate students individual progress. Which 

connects the first study with the second one which aim was to deepen my 

understanding of students’ perceptions for good VET.   
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Study 2 concentrated in the students’ definitions of good VET by reflecting on 

their narratives with Biesta’s (2010, 2020) domains of good education: 

qualification, socialization and subjectification. As an analytical tool for Study 2, 

I chose narratives positioning analysis because I wanted to examine and interpret 

the participants’ narratives as social actions in the VET context where they have 

been told (Bamberg, 1997; Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008). According to De 

Fina (2013) the locus where positioning needs to be studied is interaction because 

it is in interaction where people display a local understanding of their positions. 

This connects the study to its ontological premise: students construct their 

knowledge through social interaction as they engage with the vocational 

institutions, with their teachers, with the world of work and with each other. The 

narratives positioning as an analytical tool gave light to the positions of Biesta’s 

parameters available in students’ narratives and reflected in students’ positions in 

the normative discourse of a worker citizen. The study revealed a contradiction 

between students’ views and the dominant discourses of Finnish VET which 

advocates competence, self-regulation and labour market cooperation.  

The third study focused on the dynamics of social emotions and social bonds 

between students and teachers. In Studies 1 and 2 the participants’ interaction with 

their teachers and labour market representatives and their prospects depicted 

compliant but emotionally charged which evoked a need to examine the first 

interview data from another perspective. To deepen my understanding of the 

elements enhancing students studying and social belonging I wrote a case story of 

each student interview. I used Greimas’ actantial model as an analysis tool to 

recognize the actors in the case stories and to scrutinize the thematics of pride and 

shame between these actors (Greimas, 1983; Schleifer & Harré, 1987). According 

to Greimas (1983) the narratives can be split into six actants in which the subject, 

a student, is the central actor of the narrative. The sender is one who motivates the 

subject to obtain the object and the receiver is the destination of the narrative or 

process. The helper supports the subject in achieving the object and the villain 

prevents realisation of the subject’s aims. The use of the actantial model enabled 

investigation of the relationships between actants and analysis of the emerging 

social emotions shame and pride. Table 3 presents a summary of Studies 1-3: 

Focus, keywords, data and data collection, methods of the analysis and research 

questions. 
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3.2 Participants  

In this dissertation the participants were students who had serious learning 

difficulties, disabilities, or serious health problems and therefore needed intensive 

special support for their vocational studying. Though all participants received 

intensive support for their studying they could act and use their voice 

independently and autonomously in the interviews which was one of the key 

ethical commitments of the study (Mietola et al., 2017). The participants in the 

first and third studies were from four vocational institutes but to get a deeper view 

of one college’s practices and students’ experiences correspondingly the second 

interview data was collected from one vocational special education college.  

The vocational fields of the students participating to the first data collection 

were business and administration and ICT. Five of the participants were in the 

middle of their three-year study programme, and four of them were completing 

their VET study in spring 2018. There were also two students who were in the 

first year at vocational college. The ages of the participants varied from 17-34. 

Most of them were under 20 years old. The second interview data was collected 

in May 2019. All participants were completing their three years of study at one 

vocational college providing intensive special support for the students. The 

vocational institution was selected because it is one the biggest in Finland and has 

a long tradition in organising intensive special support. The students represented 

six fields on the campus of the institution I examined. Table 4. represents an 

overview of the participants. 

 

Table 4. Overview of the participants 

Study 
 

Vocational fields 

1 & 3 Business and administration Information and communication 
technology (ICT) 

N=11 
 

n=8 n=3 

Age 
 

17-34, with most of the students under 20. 

Study 
 

Vocational fields 

2 Business and 
administration 

ICT Cleaning 
and 
property 
services 

Mechanical 
engineering 
and 
production 

Media and 
visual 
expression 

Logistics 

N=18 
 

n=2 n=3 n=5 n=3 n=3 n=2 

Age 
 

19-39, with most of the students under 23. 
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3.3 Data collection  

The studies that make up this dissertation used semi-structured interviews. 

Interviewing was central to this research as I wanted to listen and understand the 

students’ experiences. Interviews created an opportunity to pause and reflect with 

participants about what they remembered, valued, liked, and disliked about their 

interaction with their teachers and their vocational studying. I considered semi-

structured interviews to be an appropriate way to collect data, because they 

allowed participating students to voice issues salient to them and they would also 

be able to feel free to express themselves in their own words. Furthermore, it 

allowed me to probe underlying values, beliefs and assumptions of participants 

shaping their interpretations of VET practices (Yauch & Steudel, 2003). The semi-

structured interviews also enabled real dialogues between me and students, as 

together we shaped the interaction and reality (Qu & Dumay, 2011). When 

collecting the first interview data, the participants could choose whether they 

wanted to participate face-to-face or via Skype, but Skype was used also for 

reasons of scheduling and distance. During the second data collection the 

interviews were organized only face to face. The interviews were audio recorded. 

I undertook the data analysis for Study 1 manually by using Excel but used Atlas.ti 

software in the analytical processes of Studies 2 and 3. 

At the beginning of the data collection processes, I sought permission from the 

school principals and/or development directors for the research. Then according 

to their suggestions, I contacted the class teachers in the vocational fields. Class 

teachers then asked the students from their groups if they would participate. Class 

teachers also helped with the schedules for the interviews. At the beginning of 

each interview the students were further informed about the study: the anonymity 

issues, recording and reporting of the interview data was discussed. I informed the 

parents of underaged students and signed consent was obtained from the 

participants prior to completing the interviews. The concept of informed consent 

was approached holistically, which means that voluntary participation and 

anonymity were repeatedly discussed with the students (Mietola et al., 2017).  

Regarding the first data collection the interview protocol was thematically 

organized. These themes were examined through 26 questions. The interviews 

contained questions about the bond between a student and a class teacher (see 

Appendix 1). Participants were asked to describe the interaction with their class 

teacher and the practices and guidance used in those encounters. There were also 

general questions about their social relationships and about their anxiety in these 

situations. They were also encouraged to describe the actions that helped them in 

their studying and about their own initiatives. Furthermore, the interviews 

unravelled students’ experiences of class teachers’ comprehension and listening.  
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The second interview comprised ten open questions about students’ 

experiences of the most important things and practices during their studying (see 

Appendix 2). Students were also asked to prefigure their future after 1, 5 and 10 

years completing their three-year study period and qualifying for a profession at a 

vocational special college. The interview protocol also included pictures which 

were used to inspire the discussions. However, the pictures were not necessary for 

improving the flow of the stories, and the participants preferred discussion. For 

the analysis, the audio recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim by a 

research assistant who was acquainted with the practices.  

 

3.4 Data analysis 

The analytical processes of Studies 1-3 followed the principles of qualitative 

content analysis (Drisko & Maschi, 2015; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Krippendorff, 

1980; Schreier, 2012). Qualitative content analysis is interpretative, situational, 

reflexive, flexible and case-oriented in nature, which supported the constructionist 

epistemological stance of the dissertation (Cohen et al., 2018; Schreier, 2012). 

The stance holds that individuals seek to make meaning of their lives and that the 

researcher has to examine the question through the multiple lenses of the 

individuals involved, to obtain the definition of the situation, to see how they make 

sense of their situation and to focus on interactions, contexts, environments and 

biographies (Cohen et al., 2018). Correspondingly, Schreier ( 2012, p. 2) asserts 

that ‘data never speaks for itself, but the meaning is something that a researcher 

attributes to the data’. Meaning is never a given one, but we construct meaning 

through our individual background and experiences. Analysis is about 

representation or reconstruction of social phenomena (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).  

In Study 1, the aim of the qualitative content analysis was to describe and 

understand the experiences and needs of the vocational students who received 

intensive special support for their studying. In Study 2, I applied narratives 

positioning (Bamberg, 1997, 2004a, 2004b; Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008) 

as a methodological tool to look closer, to understand and to interpret the results 

of qualitative content analysis from a different angle. Whereas Greimas’ (1983) 

actantial theory created the lens for the content analysis in study 3. Next, I will 

describe the pertinent analytical processes of each of the studies.  

3.4.1 Study 1 

I transcribed Study 1 data verbatim myself, so I had already become closely 

acquainted with the data during the transcription. However, to get an intensive 

outline and deeper understanding of the data, I read the transcribed data several 

times (Basit, 2003; Hinchman & Moore, 2013). After this close reading, I 
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identified meaningful units in the data and coded them according to following 

themes: (1) A student’s perceptions of the interaction with a class teacher; (2) 

Orientation of the interaction; (3) What guidance is provided. The purpose of the 

coding was to link all data fragments under a particular theme (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996). These themes emerged during the design phase of Study 1. They 

created the starting point for the interview protocol. Therefore, the analytical 

approach of Study 1 could be described as a summative one according to which 

the researcher identifies the codes and the keywords before and during the data 

analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). After coding, the text excerpts coded under 

the same theme were reduced. This means that if a student described the 

interaction with the class teacher and said that s/he did not know what to talk about 

with the teacher, it was reduced to reserved interaction. After this, the reduced 

expressions were grouped and compared to find the similarities and differences 

and to gain a deeper understanding and specification on students’ experiences.  

In line with Coffey and Atkinson (1996) I used concept reduction to describe 

the phase of the analytical process which purpose was to identify special units in 

the coded text excerpts. The purpose of data reduction was to clarify the key points 

within the interview text, to expand on the data rather than reduce or lose 

something in it. My goal was to identify and highlight the most relevant and 

meaningful passages in the interviews. According to Miles and Huberman (1994, 

p. 10) ‘data reduction refers to the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, 

abstracting and transforming the data that appear in written-up field notes or 

transcriptions.’ However, in-line with their later publication (Miles et al., 2014) I 

claim that the flow the activity could be named also as data condensation which 

aims at making the data stronger not weaking or losing something during the 

process as reduction might imply (Miles et al., 2014). I argue that the anticipatory 

data condensation occurred even before I started the data collection as I decided 

on a conceptual framework, interview questions and data collection approaches. 

Therefore, I consider data reduction to refer to the continuous process throughout 

the study. Table 5 introduces an example of the data analysis in Study 3. 
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Table 5. Example of Study 1 analysis 

Meaning unit  Code /Specific 
theme 

Reduction of the 
content 

Grouping and 
comparing 

“He is a good teacher, he is kind 
[…] it is the way he helps me to 
understand the exercises.”  
(Interviewee 4) 

Students’ 
perceptions of 
the interaction 
with the class 
teacher 

 

Student has a 
positive experience 
of the interaction 
with the teacher 

Adaptative and 
modest 
expectations. 
 

“It is mainly my teacher who is 
talking about the plans and so on 
and I just see if they are 
acceptable or not, and I mainly 
accept them.” (Interviewee 7) 

Orientation of the 
interaction 
 

Student has an 
adaptive attitude 
about the teacher’s 
initiatives. 
 

Adaptative and 
modest 
expectations. 
 

“The uppermost issue [in 
guidance] is always about how I 
get my studying running.”  
(Interviewee 9) 

What guidance is 
provided 
  

Concentration on 
studying issues. 
 

Formal and 
distant 
interaction.  
 

 

3.4.2 Study 2 

In the second study, narratives positioning analysis (Bamberg, 1997, 2004a, 

2004b; Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008) created a lens through which I took a 

closer look at the results of deductive content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). A 

deductive analytical approach was applicable because I drew on Biesta’s (2010, 

2020) domains of good education as a starting point and as a theoretical frame for 

the study. I started the analysis process with Atlas.ti software to get a preliminary 

overview of the students’ experiences. This was a close reading of the data to get 

an intensive outline of the data (Hinchman & Moore, 2013). After that, to 

particularize and itemize students’ perceptions I carried another analysis round 

during which I scrutinized how students’ experiences reflected Biesta’s (Biesta 

2010, 2020) domains of good education. This means that I identified specific 

meaning units in the interview text systematically. Therefore, I created three codes 

for conceptualizing qualification, subjectification, and socialization in students’ 

interview talk. Furthermore, I created a code to the identity units in the interviews 

connected with a concept of a worker citizen. In addition, five specific interview 

questions were analysed separately. These specific interview questions concerned, 

students’ future prospects after 1, 5, and 10 years of ending their studying, their 

experiences of the most important things during their studying and their opinions 

how to improve VET in the future. The narratives positioning as an analytical tool 

gave light to the positions of Biesta’s parameters available in students’ narratives 

and reflected students’ positions in the normative discourse of a worker citizen. 

Table 6 introduces examples of the analysis in Study 2. 
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Table 6. Example of Study 2 analysis 

Meaning unit Code Reduction Narrative’s 

positioning 

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

Qualification Student is 
experiencing 
incapacity and 
uncertainty 

Student’s narrative is in 
contradiction with VET 
narrative which 
emphasizes 
measurable outcomes 
like qualifications and 
employment rates. 

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

Socialization Finding one’s 
place in the 
world (of work). 

Student’s narrative is in 
contradiction with VET 
narrative which 
emphasizes 
measurable outcomes 
like qualifications, 
employment rates and 
continuous learning. 

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

Subjectification Student has 
gained courage, 
self-confidence, 
and independent 
thinking. 

Student’s narrative is in 
contradiction with VET 
narrative which 
emphasizes 
measurable outcomes 
like qualifications, 
employment rates and 
continuous learning. 

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

Identity of a 
worker citizen 

Student is 
experiencing 
incapacity and 
uncertainty. 
 

Student’s narrative 
supports the identity of 
a worker citizen. 
 
Student’s narrative is in 
contradiction with VET 
narrative which 
emphasizes 
measurable outcomes 
like qualifications, 
employment rates and 
continuous learning. 
 

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

How to 
improve VET 
system 

Student needs 
teachers’ 
support and 
guidance. 

Students’ narratives 
are in contradiction 
with VET narrative 
which emphasizes 
individual and 
independence in 
constructing study 
paths and career. 
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Meaning unit Code Reduction Narrative’s 

positioning 

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

How students 
position them 
after VET 
(Future 
prospects) 

Student has 
adopted an 
identity of a 
worker citizen. 
 

Student’s narrative 
supports the identity of 
a worker citizen. 

 

3.4.3 Study 3 

Study 3 was based on abductive content analysis (Brinkmann, 2014; Rinehart, 

2021; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012) which was elaborated through Greimas’ 

(1983) actantial model. The abductive approach of the research refers to an 

analytical process in which one part involved the interview data, and the other part 

consisted of the theoretical propositions. The initial theories for Study 3 provided 

a framework through which to describe the data. The data were then compared 

with a broader theoretical background to elaborate and refine the themes and to 

fulfil the criteria for an abductive research approach (Timmermans & Tavory, 

2012). The process thus evolved as a continuous shift in focus between theories 

and data.  

The analytical process started with a close reading of the transcribed interview 

data which resulted in writing a case story of each interview. This meant clarifying 

and organising the essential themes and actor dispositions of disconnected 

fragments into a coherent case story, which could facilitate the recognition of the 

dynamics between actors. The case stories were written in the first person. Three 

connecting themes emerged from the close reading of the case stories: Theme1) 

topics which were associated with the students’ positive or negative experiences 

of studying and to be a student; Theme 2) topics which were linked to students’ 

private life, occasions and persons outside of the school; Theme 3) topics which 

were associated with the students’ social bonds and sense of belonging. These 

three themes were positioned as students’ desired objects and thus, they created 

the core of the actantial analysis which was the next step of the analytical process 

(Greimas, 1983; Schleifer & Harré, 1987). I used Greimas’ actantial model to 

identify and recognize the actors in achieving the desired objects (Greimas, 1983; 

Schleifer & Harré, 1987). Finally, I identified the thematics of pride and shame in 



 

51 

various actantial positions. Figure 3 depicts the outline of analytical process of 

Study 3.  

 

 

Figure 3. Analytical process of Study 3 in outline 

According to Greimas (1983), narratives can be split into six actants (see Figure 

4). The subject, a student, is the central actor of the narratives. The sender is one 

who motivates the subject to obtain the object. This actant position of a sender 

was often associated with teachers in students’ stories. Teachers set the goals for 

the students. They seemed to be active initiators who guided the students’ studies 

and on-the-job training. Nevertheless, students could also be positioned as senders 

because they were voluntarily studying in a vocational special education college, 

and they wanted to find friends and to strengthen their sense of belonging. The 

receiver is the destination of the narrative or process. This actantial position could 

be interpreted both explicitly and implicitly. Students were explicit receivers as 

they received their objects (qualification certificates, they made friends with other 

students, they gained work experience). Teachers could be recognised in the 

implicit actantial position of a receiver if students met their expectations, students 

succeeded in their studying, in completing their exercises or on-the-job learning. 

Teachers’ acceptance, understanding and encouragement could also be interpreted 

as an auxiliary object which helped the students to achieve their objects. The 

helper supports the subject in achieving the object and the villain prevents 

realisation of the subject’s aims. The actantial position of a helper was signed to 

teachers, students’ families, friends and other staff in VET institutions and in 

rehabilitation quarters. Students narrated verbosely the importance of support and 

understanding they had received. A student’s engagement with his or her studying, 

positive attitude about upcoming events and an ability to see and approve positive 
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change were explicit helpers. Alternatively, the villains were often connected with 

students’ earlier negative experiences: if they had encountered bullying, 

exclusion, isolation. They were aware of their special needs and challenges in 

learning which also took the villain’s role in the case stories. 

 

Figure 4. Actantial model (Greimas, 1983) 

Social emotions like pride and shame were intertwined with the actantial 

positions explored in the case stories of Study 3. On the one hand the ‘pride’ 

thematic was assessed as being relative to the actantial position of helpers, and on 

the other, to the actantial position of the senders-receivers. Hence, pride became 

evident when the subject experienced that the actant in the receiver-position was 

assessing the object-position positively which was a result of subject’s success in 

pursuing that object: An example of this is when a student described pleasure and 

gratification in studying which was reinforced with the teacher’s acceptance. That 

is when the helpers contributed to the attainment of the object and to that good 

which was consequently experienced. On the other hand, shame became apparent 

when the subject failed to attain the object, and the actant in the receiver position 

assessed the object-position negatively, such as when a student described how 

their special need prevented success with school assignments and that they 

experienced insensitivity towards that. This is often due to the ‘victory’ of the 

villain or that the villain is superior in comparison with the object and the helpers. 

The actantial analysis produced two narrative types which we labelled by 

adapting Scheff’s concepts of shame and pride as premier social emotions (Scheff 

2000, 2003). Case stories (N = 4) that reflected students’ positive experiences of 

studying and belonging were named Pride stories. Stories (N = 6) that described 

fundamental failure or unattainable goals, stagnating in life and/or descriptions of 

detachment and exclusion created a group of Shame stories. Furthermore, there 

was one case story which was ambivalent, meaning it had characteristics of both 
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groups. This case story was analysed both as a Pride story and as a Shame story. 

Table 7 illustrates the analytical process carried out in Study 3.  

 

Table 7. Example of Study 3 analysis 

Pride stories: Despite the challenges students reflect positive experiences of studying, in private 

life and social belonging. 

Objects of desire Helper Villain 

Students’ positive or 
negative experiences 
of studying and to be 
a student 

Student is engaged with VET 
studying; Student has a teacher 
who understands and supports; 
Student has gained self-
confidence through positive 
experiences; Students allow a 
positive development for 
themselves. 

Students use voice in an adaptable 
way; Students’ earlier negative 
school experiences; Students’ own 
well-being. 

Students’ private life, 
occasions and 
persons outside of 
the school 

Family; Other teaching staff; 
Rehabilitation quarter; Students 
allow a positive development for 
themselves. 

Students have encountered bullying; 
Students’ social anxiety; Students 
feel like outsiders. 

Students’ social 
bonds and sense of 
belonging 

Active environment and friends; 
Positive feedback; Repetition; 
Enough time. Students allow a 
positive development for 
themselves. 

Students’ shyness; Students have 
encountered bullying; Students’ 
social anxiety; Students feel like 
outsiders. 

Shame stories: Students described fundamental failure or unattainable goals, stagnating in life 

and/or descriptions of detachment and exclusion 

Objects of desire Helper Villain 

Students’ positive or 
negative experiences 
of studying and to be 
a student 

Student is persistent; Student is 
engaged with VET studying; 
Student has a teacher who 
understands and provides 
support; 

Students use voice in an adaptable 
way; Students’ earlier negative 
school experiences; Students’ own 
well-being; Students are suspicious 
of teacher’s feedback and support; 
Students psychological and other 
problems overshadow their lives and 
experiences. Students are unable to 
see positive development for 
themselves. 

Students’ private life, 
occasions and 
persons outside of 
the school 

Family members; Rehabilitation 
quarters; Friends 

Students’ shyness; Students have 
encountered bullying; Students’ 
social anxiety; Students feel like 
outsiders; Students are unable to 
see positive development for 
themselves. 

Students’ social 
bonds and sense of 
belonging 

New friends in school and in 
hobbies.  

Earlier negative experiences; 
Students’ own well-being; Students’ 
experiences of exclusion; Students 
are unable to see positive 
development for themselves. 

  



Sanna Ryökkynen 

54 

4 Results 

In the following subchapters the results are presented pursuant to the research 

questions. First, elements enhancing students with intensive special learning 

needs, secondly elements enhancing their sense of belonging, and finally elements 

of good VET according to the students. The results of each of the studies have 

been combined and unified in this summary, hence the results of each study were 

reported in more detail in the original journal articles.   

4.1 Elements enhancing studying 

The focus of Studies 1 and 3 was on the interaction between a student and a teacher 

which was appraised as a fundamental social phenomenon which might have had 

a remarkable effect on vocational students by increasing their engagement with 

studying and learning and constructing the pathways through learning and work. 

Study 1 scrutinized the purpose and orientation of the interaction and examined 

the students’ experiences of what guidance was provided. To gain deeper 

understanding of students needs and preferences, Study 3 elaborated on the 

actantial positions that appeared in the case stories and how social emotions like 

pride and shame were intertwined in these. Next, I will introduce the elements 

which emerged in Studies 1 and 3 pertinent to enhancing studying: 1) 

Understanding, support and guidance; 2) Student’s ability to see positive 

development. 

 

Understanding, support and guidance 

Studies 1 and 3 showed that students with special educational needs used their 

voice in an adaptable way. Students spoke highly of their teachers who were kind 

and respectful adults according to the students’ descriptions. Students revered the 

help and understanding provided by teachers in many respects. Firstly, they 

appreciated their opportunity to study and secondly that they have teachers who 

understand their special needs in studying and in workplace learning. Not only 

teachers’ understanding was significant but also peers’ acceptance and 

encouragement were highlighted in the results of the studies. For some of the 

participants, vocational special college was the first school they had friends. It 

seemed that students need repeated opportunities to be accepted as themselves in 

different learning environments and among their peers both in the school context 

and in the workforce.  

The results demonstrated that class teachers seemed to be active initiators in 

the interaction with their students but still respectful listeners. Thus, the purpose 

and orientation of interaction depicted it as being teacher-led, such as giving 
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instructions, explaining, helping with the exercises, organising practical training 

etc. Students seemed to be adaptable and easily satisfied. In addition to teachers’ 

understanding, their support and guidance in learning was a considerable element. 

Students expressed a wish for clear instructions on how their results could be 

improved. They did not look their class teachers for active support for their career 

plans or private life, but in students’ narratives, the interaction with class teachers 

was characterized as being formal and distant study-related discussion, though 

emotionally charged. The participants in the study craved an abundance of help, 

encouragement and understanding from their teachers and thus, the demands of 

self-direction in studying and career seemed excessive for the students. Students 

who have serious learning difficulties, disabilities, or serious health problems and 

who therefore need individual, transversal and diverse special support to be able 

to achieve professional skills and expertise consistent with the qualification 

requirement drew benefit from the safe and encouraging environment of VET 

institutions having a mandate to provide intensive special support for the students. 

The results of Studies 1 and 3 emphasized that although vocational students with 

special educational needs may refuse to accept support and help, it would be 

important that several forms of support are made available and that teachers have 

enough time for student encounters and understanding and supportive attitude.  

 

Student’s ability to see positive development 

According to the results of Studies 1 and 3 not only teachers’ actions and 

understanding were significant but to success in learning, work and social 

relationships students’ own ability to allow themselves to move to the circle of 

positive development was crucial. Many participants in the study had encountered 

bullying and exclusion in their earlier studying. Hence, they had difficulties to 

accept and believe that someone would appreciate their efforts and performance. 

The results demonstrated that studying at a vocational special college had 

provided students with a new start, a turning point in their lives. They had become 

friends; they have become accepted by their teachers and peers; they have received 

recognition and understanding. If a student was able to seize this chance, then his 

or her story was embedded in pride but if not, then shame was powerful element 

of the student’s story.  

 

4.2 Elements enhancing sense of belonging 

Besides the elements enhancing studying, Studies 1 and 3 explored the elements 

enhancing students’ sense of belonging which were intertwined. I combined and 

merged the results of Studies 1 and 3, and as a result regarding students’ sense of 

belonging, two themes emerged from analysis of the data set: 1) Understanding, 

support and guidance; 2) Social and subjective domains of education.  
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Understanding, support and guidance  

The results of Studies 1 and 3 showed how significant teachers’ acts and attitudes 

are while working with students who need reinforcement to be able to identify 

their options as a vocational student, as a worker and as a member of society. 

Teachers’ guidance and support were needed to bolster students with special 

educational needs to see their opportunities and value. The question was not only 

about applying career-conversations as part of teachers work, but also what was 

recognised as an acceptable form of being, doing and dreaming. Nevertheless, the 

findings of Studies 1 and 3 suggest that implicitly class teachers led students to 

adapt to the current situation of the work force. Instead of figuring out support 

practices and solutions with workplace stakeholders and students, they addressed 

more suitable practice jobs for the students. The results of Studies 1 and 3 showed 

that students’ anticipations of their class teachers’ actions were quite traditional 

and modest, as they expected teachers to provide on-going information related to 

their individual studying, to the exercises and to workplace learning. When 

students were talking about their studying, they used their voice in an adaptable 

and modest way. They looked for their teachers’ initiatives and for their active 

support in their studying but otherwise they needed distance from their teachers. 

Other school personnel, their families and peers were emphasized when students 

described their private life, career and prospects. The results pointed out that the 

support network was a crucial interconnection between the school and the world. 

 

Social and subjective domains of education 

Studies 1 and 3 indicated that the efficiency of Finnish VET, which is based on 

individual learning pathways and on rapid responses to the changing competence 

needs in labour markets, might disregard students’ social emotions and thus, their 

sense of belonging. It became apparent in both studies that the VET system should 

provide enough time for students to form and re-form their perceptions of 

themselves as young people, as a student and as a member of workplace and 

society. This means an opportunity to figure out who is a student among others, 

and what is a good life for each of them. The results of Studies 1 and 3 addressed 

that is important to see the teaching profession as well as the whole meaning of 

VET more broadly. Not only as a qualifying, competence-based, subject-

orientated and effective, but also as a socializing and subjectificating element in 

students’ lives. The whole VET system and its teachers function as inductors into 

workplaces, as well as into everyday life and society. Studies 1 and 3 suggest that 

investing in the teacher-student dialogues would help students to open their full 

capacity and to use the vocabulary needed in life and work more independently. 

In addition to teachers’ efforts, students’ own ability to see and accept positive 

development in their social and subjective domains was crucial. Those students 

who were not able to see themselves in the same world with acceptive and 
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benevolent senders and receivers which means that they could not acknowledge 

and accept kind actions from senders and positive assessment from receivers. In 

conclusion, negatively experienced actantial positions seemed to be the most 

significant factors which hindered these students achieving their objects, either 

success in studying or sense of belonging, which was also an explicit source of 

shame. 

4.3 Elements of good VET 

All the studies explored the students’ perceptions of good VET. Next, I will 

present the findings of each study and then summarize the results to answer the 

third research question of the dissertation: what students’ definition for good VET 

is. 

In Study 1, the attention was on the interaction between a student and a teacher 

which was appraised as the core of education. The analysis of the students’ 

experiences in Study 1 resulted in a traditional picture of education: Teachers 

showed teacher-orientated behaviour such as giving instructions, explaining, 

helping, supporting, organizing workplace learning whereas students were 

compliant. They were echoing teachers’ opinions and teachers were active 

initiators. However, this is in contradiction with current ethos of Finnish VET 

policy objectives of an ideal student as self-governing and autonomous. Study 1 

argues that VET teachers should acknowledge both the substance knowledge and 

the orientation of the guidance, which should stimulate the self-directness of the 

students, strengthen the meaning making and realise a process of reflection. 

Students would need enough time for teacher encounters where they would 

repeatedly have opportunities to form and re-form perceptions of themselves as 

students and as citizens. Study 1 concludes that it would be important to see the 

teaching profession as well as whole meaning of VET more broadly. Not only as 

a qualifying, competence-based, subject-orientated and effective factor, but also 

as a socializing and subjectificating element in students’ lives. 

The second study investigated students experiences of good VET in the light 

of Biesta’s ( 2010, 2020) domains for good education: qualification, socialization 

and subjectification. This study concluded that the VET system providing 

intensive special support had offered the students an important opportunity to 

study and to be like any other young person, to belong to students’ community 

and to blaze one’s trail to the labour market. The results of Study 2 addressed that 

help and support from school personnel, families and other quarters were essential 

for the students’ success. The subjectification and socialization dimensions of 

education were emphasized in students’ descriptions. Even the professional 

qualification of the participants seemed to be a tool to strengthen their subjective 

growth and social belonging. Finally, Study 2 concludes that studying at a 

vocational institution providing intensive special support for students has been an 
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important turning point in student’s life, but the strong connection of Finnish VET 

to qualification requirements and labour market needs might narrow the VET’s 

scope of actions and impair the social belonging of students. According to the 

results of Study 2, work created an economic and social bond which connected 

the findings with the socialization domain of the education: VET has provided the 

students with a chance to re-allocate their resources and re-build their identity.  

Finally, Study 3 focused on the dynamics of social emotions and social bonds 

between a student and a teacher. It advocated social belonging in VET colleges 

and contributed to the discussions about the communality, social and subjective 

dimensions of VET which are to be acknowledged in an effectively and efficiently 

orientated VET system. The interaction between students and class teachers was 

regarded as an emotional practice and social belonging was construed as the 

students’ perceptions of the quality of these practices – whether they were 

included, valued, and respected by others in this setting. The findings of Study 3 

indicated that social emotions pride and shame were related to students’ ability 

allow themselves to enjoy a positive development in studying and in social 

relations. Positive teacher-student relation was particularly important for the 

participants in the study. Emotions appeared as boundaries and surfaces through 

which students responded to the objects and others. On the other hand, students 

expected teacher and peers support and acceptance, but their personal challenges 

and earlier experiences shaded their chances to accept and trust these actors. The 

study addressed that an emphasis on personalisation as a pedagogic practice in 

VET enabled the attainment of qualification requirements but then again it did not 

foster students’ self-regulation or social skills because class teachers seemed to be 

the active senders who set the objects for studying. According to findings of Study 

3, the efficiency of Finnish VET, which is based on individual learning pathways 

and strives for rapid responses to the changing competence needs in labour 

markets, disregards students’ social emotions and belonging. The results concern 

not only individual teachers’ pedagogical practices and ways of interaction, but 

also the whole VET culture. The purpose of Finnish VET is to support lifelong 

learning and students’ development as human beings and members of society, 

along with vocational skills. 

To conclude, I will summarize and merge the findings of the three studies to 

understand the elements of good VET (see figure 5). Students’ definition of good 

VET could be compacted into four topics: 1) understanding; 2) time and presence; 

3) subjective and social empowerment; 4) qualification. Students who need 

intensive special support for their studying because of their serious learning 

difficulties, disabilities, or serious health problems represent the minority of 

vocational students (2%) in Finland. Their study paths have been intensively 

supported, often from the beginning of their school career. The results of the 

studies highlight that the students need teachers and other VET stakeholders’ 

understanding, help and support to attain the qualification requirements of VET 
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and the workforce and to strengthen their social skills. They would benefit from 

multi-professional collaboration in VET colleges which would support their 

studying and belonging both in school and workplaces. The findings indicated that 

students need also more time and presence which is in contradiction with the VET 

policy which emphasizes efficacy, efficiency and agility. The results of the studies 

demonstrated that the students wanted to belong, to be understood, valued and 

respected by their teachers, by the employers and by their peers. They appreciated 

individual solutions in their studying though they wanted to be part of the 

students’ community and like any other young person. The socialization and 

subjectification domains of education were emphasized in the results of the studies 

even though students respected the vocational qualification they received. It 

seemed that the qualification also served the purposes of socialization and 

subjectification, as it bolstered their self-confidence and sense of belonging both 

in work force as in society generally.  

 

 
 
Figure 5. Elements of good VET  
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5 Discussion 

The aim of the dissertation was to gain deeper understanding of what are the 

elements of support that vocational students’ who receive intensive learning 

support perceive as the most relevant to enhance their studying, sense of belonging 

and what would create the domains of good VET. First, I will discuss the results 

in the light of literature where Honneth’s (1995) principles for recognition, 

emotional support, cognitive respect and social esteem, form the lenses through 

which I will discuss the results. Then I will introduce the educational findings of 

the study. The third subchapter will reflect the methodological choices which is 

followed by ethical considerations. Subchapter 5.5 presents the limitations of the 

study. I will conclude the dissertation by presenting directions for future research. 

5.1 Results in the light of the literature 

Firstly, the results of the three studies of the dissertation indicate that the most 

important element enhancing studying and sense belonging of vocational 

students’ who need intensive special support for their learning culminates in 

understanding. It is also the most important element in good VET according to the 

results of the dissertation. Secondly, the results indicated that students need time 

to attain professional, subjective and social competence needed in the workforce. 

It seemed that professional qualifications were meaningful to students, but 

subjectification and socialization were the most important domains of good VET. 

The dissertation showed that students wanted to find their place in the world, and 

they wanted to be independent. Thirdly, according to the results it seemed that 

students’ ability to allow themselves to have a positive development was a 

significant element supporting their studying and sense of belonging.  

In conclusion, I argue that the concept of understanding should be elaborated 

and elucidated. Though different individually tailored measures and methods of 

special support and guidance make apparent that understanding is essential for the 

success of the students, I suggest that recognition is the most fundamental element 

enhancing students in their studying and their sense of belonging. Recognition is 

the prime mover for all human people (Honneth, 1995, 2012). It is much more 

than understanding, which could be defined as a cognitive process or as a result 

of a such process (Baumberger, 2014; Baumberger et al., 2017). According to 

Honneth (1995) when we are talking about how others see us, how others treat us 

or how should we treat others and acknowledge each other in everyday life, we 

are talking about recognition. Participants of the study are students who have 

serious learning difficulties, disabilities, or serious health problems and who are 

therefore entitled to long-term and regular special support in their vocational 
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studying (Act on VET 531/2017, 65§). They need individual help and support 

daily; they need understanding parents, teachers and employers; they need safe 

bonds; they need time and presence; they appreciate understanding peers. Above 

all they need recognition which means that they are depicted by the significant 

others in a broad-minded and positive way not only as students with special needs 

but as students with valuable skills and knowledge. Next, I will discuss the results 

in the light of Honneth’s (1995) theory of recognition. I will combine in my 

discussion other concepts and earlier studies presented in Chapter 1.  

5.1.1 Emotional support 

According to Honneth (1995) love is an element of recognition that refers to an 

emotional well-being and needs of a student. In the study love relationships are 

understood as referring to the students’ primary relationships (e.g., parent-child 

relationships, friendships, teacher-student relationships) which are constituted by 

strong emotional attachments among a small number of people. Basic self-

confidence is constructed between the primary carer and a child which is the 

priority in every other form of reciprocal recognition. It is characterized as a 

double process in which the other is released and, at the same time, emotionally 

tied to the loving subject (Honneth, 1995). In line with earlier studies (Elffers et 

al., 2012; Niittylahti, 2021) it was evident in the results of the dissertation that to 

feel connected to their vocational studying students’ earlier school experiences, 

sense of belonging and positive relationships mattered for the students who 

needed intensive special support in their studying. The results indicate that the 

students lack teachers’ approval, understanding and support. VET teachers’ role 

emerged as being pivotal in the results of the dissertation which has also been 

demonstrated in the study by Henderson and Fisher (2008). According to the 

results of the dissertation, teachers were active initiators and it seemed that 

students were compliant listeners in the interaction. The results highlighted 

parents’, support persons’ and friends’ significance as pillars in each student’s 

private life. It became apparent that students did not demonstrate effective speaker 

competence in student-teacher interactions nor in work but they were adaptable 

and flexible listeners (Hymes, 1972; Sanders, 2015). To speak effectively in that 

interaction would be a matter of contribution to it in a way that leads gradual to 

the achievement of the student’s goal, but it seemed that teachers were more active 

in goal setting, and they lead the discussions. The particulars that would make 

students’ speaking competent are most identified in terms of its prosocial qualities 

such as openness, directness and cooperativeness, rather than any linguistic and 

vocal details. These elements did not emerge in the results. Though the 

participants in the study needed understanding teachers they also needed distance 

to them. In results the relationships with teachers depicted comfortable but formal 

and distant. Consequently, parents, school personnel and other support quarters 
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should carefully consider that students who have grown accustomed to intensive 

support and guidance practices, who might have been depicted in a one-sided way, 

who are not effective speakers might find it hard to embrace themselves and their 

skills as being valuable and sufficient. In line with Sanders (2003), it was explicit 

that students would benefit from training and practice in participating and using 

their voice in social interaction. The dissertation argues that a positive circle of 

reciprocal recognition establishes a strong sense of solidarity and allows students 

to feel that they are important and respected members of their community. 

Huttunen and Heikkinen (2004) gained similar results.  

The participants in the study have undoubtedly benefitted from the 

multidisciplinary and multi-professional support which aim is to help them to 

attain the qualification requirements, to support their well-being and 

rehabilitation. However, many of these students have competed with 

underrepresentation and with negative stereotypes and are attentive for indications 

that could communicate that they do not belong or are not fully included (Walton 

& Carr, 2012a, 2012b). Thus, the socialization and subjectification domains of 

education emerged as the most important elements of good VET according to the 

results (Biesta, 2010, 2020, 2022). It seemed that even vocational qualification 

served students sense of belonging and subjective empowerment. The students 

wanted to find their place in the world, in the vocational colleges, in the labour 

market and in their peer-groups. Therefore, it is fundamental to acknowledge that 

student’s agency is constituted in and through relationships with others when a 

student’s formation as an ethical subject and agent depends on the responsiveness 

of others with respect to care for students needs and emotions, respect for dignity 

and esteem for their social achievements. In line with earlier studies (e.g., Pekrun, 

2011; Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014; Pekrun & Schutz, 2007) the 

dissertation suggests that it is essential to understand the causes of the emotional 

events and to recognize how these influence students’ studying and sense of 

belonging. Because students with special needs might encounter minimal 

opportunities for positive educational experiences or personal relationships, lack 

of social approval might cause negative emotional reactions like shame and rage 

in them (Honneth, 1995; Jenson et al., 2004). Shame as a social emotion is closely 

related to the situations in which students’ social bonds are threatened (Scheff, 

2000, 2003). If others are viewed as caring less about the relationship than the 

student himself or herself, then self is evaluated negatively or there might be 

indications of alienation from significant others. If a student experiences shame, 

it might also cause comparisons between student and others, in which the student 

appears inferior, or the student might simply wonder if he or she is sufficient 

(Retzinger, 1995). The study demonstrated that students with special educational 

needs encounter more often rejection and exclusion than the majority of students 

and that negative images and stigma connected to special education and students 

with special educational needs dominate the sense-making, Kaiser and Miller 
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(2003), Mietola (2014), Niemi (2014) and Walton and Cohen (2007) gained 

similar results. Following Taylor (1994), I claim that misrecognition of significant 

others might shape students’ identity. It might hinder the successful relationship 

to their selves and their ability to permit themselves a positive development in 

their studying and in their social relations.  

 

5.1.2 Cognitive respect 

Rights as a form of recognition which stands for the recognition of the equal moral 

accountability was ambiguously available in the results of the study. Accessibility 

and individual development are multidimensional key tasks for Finnish education 

system (Finnish Government, 2021). It is concerned with the provision of equal 

opportunities in education. Nevertheless, disabled people in Finland are still less 

educated than most people generally and they also have fewer opportunities after 

compulsory education (Kyröläinen, 2020). As depicted in Chapter 1.1, Finnish 

VET has traditionally been the field of secondary education that has enrolled 

students who have severe learning and other challenges (Herranen & Souto, 2016; 

Kauppila et al., 2020). There has not been any other form of secondary education 

available for those who have special educational needs until 2021 when the Act 

on general upper secondary education was implemented (Lukiolaki 

10.8.2018/217). After that, general secondary education providers have been 

obliged to organize special support for their students. Furthermore, it seems that 

students with special needs also have worse employment opportunities: Only a 

quarter of the students qualifying from vocational special colleges find paid work 

after finishing their studying (Vipunen – Education statistics Finland, n.d.). 

However, the results of the dissertation demonstrate that the Finnish VET system 

providing intensive special support have enhanced students in their studying and 

their sense of belonging. Students have gained new knowledge, skills and 

possibilities to belong in school community and work. Like Biesta’s (2010, 2014, 

2020) also Bernstein’s (2000) description for enhancement in education entails 

discipline: Through education we should also experience boundaries, be they 

social, intellectual, or personal as tension points condensing the past and opening 

possible futures. These experiences of boundaries are an important dimension in 

education because we learn to live our lives with others (Akkerman & Bakker, 

2011). Anyhow, according to the results of the dissertation it seems that students 

with special needs have serious challenges in finding their place in the labour 

market and in society generally after qualification which indicates that the rights 

to be included and to participate which operate at a social level are more 

complicated for them. It became evident that the students would need more time 

and attendance to consolidate their place in the work force. This is in contradiction 

with the aims of effectively working and changing society and labour market 
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which needs Finnish VET strives to serve. VET in Finland advocates the 

possibility for all to study and to gain the competence needed for a qualification. 

It supports individual study paths, individual development and growth, individual 

needs for the special support in studying (Act on VET, 531/2017). Students have 

the opportunity to gain individually the missing competence and proceed with 

their studying according to their own personal competence development plan. 

They are entitled to special support if they have individual challenges in learning 

(Act on VET 531/2017, §64, §65). But the end of the education is not unique, it is 

not deliberated and individual, but it is sharp and narrow: to fulfil the competence 

requirements of a qualification and thus to serve labour market needs. The 

dissertation suggests that striving for real individualism and recognition would be 

something else, it would be about the way which one enters into co-operation with 

others as Dewey (1923) puts it. It would be about the unique way to find one’s 

place in the world which would be realized only by means of a thoroughly 

collective experience (Hargreaves, 1980). It would be about our existence “in and 

with the world, natural and social, and not just our existence with ourselves” 

(Biesta, 2022, p. 90-91). It would be legal recognition which would enable 

students to understand themselves as someone who possesses the capabilities that 

will make them appear as full members of society (Honneth, 1995, 2012). 

 

5.1.3 Social esteem 

Social esteem is linked with solidarity which means that students’ traits and 

abilities are valued though they are not shared by all (Honneth, 1995; van den 

Brink & Owen, 2007). If students could share a common project or horizon of 

value in relations of solidarity, it would enable them to form a practical relation-

to-self. The results of the study highlighted the students’ need to belong. They 

craved for teachers’ acceptance, they missed friends, they wanted to be included 

in work force, the wanted to be connected and recognised by the significant others. 

It became apparent that the VET system and the workforce should provide enough 

time for students to form and re-form their perceptions of themselves as young 

people, as students and as members of workplaces and society. Social identity is 

often attached to one’s role in organized labour processes. Gorz (1999) has 

introduced a concept of work-based society which means that work is a socially 

recognized and normalized institution and salary paid from the work defines social 

standing and scopes for action of individuals. It means that full economic, social 

and political rights remain attached to jobs which are occupied full-time and on a 

regular basis and that individuals define their identity and social relationship 

through work. However, students with special needs qualifying for a profession 

might find this challenging firstly because only a quarter of them have paid work 

after their qualification and secondly because paid work is generally decreasing 
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and fragmenting, competition for jobs is increasing and opportunities for 

occupations are shared unequally between different groups of workers and income 

brackets (OECD, 2020). Hence, so long as this is the case, activities deviating 

from the norm of regular, full-time work will be regarded as inferior, as tending 

to deprive citizens of all their full rights. As Gorz (1999, 65) claims the solution 

is political and it lies in the definition of new rights, new freedoms, new collective 

guarantees, new public facilities and new social norms: 

 

‘A society which shifts the production of the social bond towards 

relations of co-operation, regulated not by the market and money, but by 

reciprocity and mutuality. A society in which all individuals can 

measure themselves against others, gain their esteem and demonstrate 

their value not mainly by their occupation and earnings but by a range of 

activities deployed in the public space and publicly acknowledged in 

other than monetary ways.’ 

 

The dissertation supports the views of Ågren (2021) and Ågren et al. (2020) 

and claims that a waged-work centred orientation might cause uncertainty and 

apply pressure to students with special needs who struggle with the questions of 

belonging and suitability, who lack understanding and recognition. However, 

sense of belonging is composed individually, little by little, in many different ways 

and in many different environments which are relevant and significant for the 

subjects. Though sense of belonging is a subjective feeling of value and respect, 

it derives from relationships that are founded on shared experiences, beliefs or 

personal characteristics which connects it with the aspects of recognition and 

transfers it to a social issue. In line with Therborn (2013), the dissertation 

addresses a need to consider inequalities to belong in society also as social 

constructions which are developed in interaction and not as universal or 

institutional social facts. Thus, it is also possible to deconstruct them, find 

alternatives and strive towards building alternative futures for all. That is, to 

consider what are the social institutions and practices which aim to assess 

everybody’s progress and identify the conditions for human flourishing (Stewart, 

2013). The results indicate that it is not enough to capture the cases of students’ 

inclusion or exclusion but we should include an explicit focus on our social norms, 

our attitudes, our values and the conditions they impose (Davey & Gordon, 2017). 

In-line with Honneth’s (1995) definition of solidarity, I suggest that people should 

praise each other’s contributions to a shared goal and to a horizon of values which 

would enhance their opportunities to experience each other’s uniqueness as 

meaningful for shared praxis. 
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5.2 Educational findings 

The fundamental aim of this dissertation was to conduct research which gives light 

to the voice of vocational students receiving intensive special support for their 

studying and to gain deeper understanding about the elements enhancing their 

studying, sense of belonging and creating the basis for good VET. Based on the 

findings of the dissertation I will now introduce my educational findings. 

Firstly, both teachers, other college staff, parents, rehabilitation quarters and 

students themselves should elaborate and elucidate their perceptions on 

understanding and striving towards mutual recognition. In the context of Finnish 

VET the purpose of which is to serve labour market needs, this implies that more 

attention should be paid on elimination of barriers to learning and participation 

and on diversity management of employers. It means awareness rising that a 

student with special needs in one area of life can be a top expert in another. All 

teachers, college staff and workplace instructors should develop their skills to 

recognise the skills, knowledge and strengths of all students (Brown et al., 2019). 

Teachers work as change agents or pioneers whose attitudes, activities and values 

are crucial. Students with special needs call for time to recognise their capabilities 

and strengths. They need time to develop their speaker competence, openness, 

directness and cooperativeness in interaction. They need encouragement and 

opportunities to practise how to express their preferences but at the same how to 

voice their needs for support. They need emotional support, cognitive respect and 

social esteem which are the modes of recognition.  

Secondly, I argue that the Finnish education system including VET should 

develop its practices towards ecological, social and economic sustainability i.e., 

towards ecosocial wisdom. Värri (2007, 73) claimed that ‘it is not enough to 

understand to change the world but instead we should consciously impact on 

education’s perspectives on social values.’ Besides being a pedagogical project, 

this is also a political one. It is an action which calls for challenging existing 

necessities and platitudes to blaze the trail for ecological wisdom. It is an action 

of recognition. We need new measures and practices which are disconnected with 

the economic growth and efficacy to produce well-being for all. We need an 

education system which renews our relationship with the world and our 

perceptions of humanity and good life. But to put a different interpretation on our 

existence demands a new ontological premise: Sustainable development is not 

founded on egoistic autonomy and subjective ownership but it is founded on 

mutual recognition (Värri, 2014, 2018). I argue that the effectiveness and efficacy 

of Finnish VET are in contradiction with the ecosocial aspects and with the needs 

of students with special needs. Applying Salonen and Bardy’s (2015) definition 

of ecosocial wisdom I would call for responsibility, fairness and mutual 

recognition in VET practices and in the workforce which would improve 

sustainable development and enhance students with special needs studying and 

sense of belonging. VET process can strengthen the sense of personal 
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accountability, the tendency to see others as distinct individuals, and the 

willingness to raise a critical voice (Nussbaum, 2010). 

5.3 Methodological reflections 

This research was conducted as a multi-method study with a qualitative research 

approach. As the aim of the study was to deepen the understanding of the elements 

enhancing studying and sense of belonging of vocational students receiving 

intensive educational support, therefore a qualitative approach was relevant. A 

qualitative study gives voices to participants and it provides an in-depth 

understanding of the intricate issues and focuses on understanding the narratives 

and observations obtained (Gonzalez et al., 2008). Instead of emphasizing 

replicability, generalizability or stability as in quantitative research paradigm, 

validity and reliability of a qualitative study is founded on truthfulness, credibility 

and trustworthiness (Cohen et al., 2018). The study does not seek to generalize 

but to present the students’ expectations fairly and fully.  

My research was influenced by the perspectives of critical pedagogy which 

meant that my starting point for the dissertation was the assumption that 

vocational students with intensive special needs who represent the minority of 

students in Finnish VET were not equal in education nor in the labour market and 

that my aim was to contribute on understanding of their needs and to shifting VET 

and labour markets towards equality. Furthermore, the study was grounded on 

social constructionism which has an ontological premise which assumes that 

reality itself is a social construct generated from multiple negotiations of 

interpretations (Sandu, 2016). Because the research frame opened multiple 

perspectives on students’ needs it was fundamental to use also multiple methods. 

Social life phenomena are too complex to be studied using a one dimensional 

statistical method (Flick, 2018). Each qualitative method reveals only part of 

reality. Therefore, by combining several research methods, that is using multiple 

methods, I strived for a holistic understanding of the students’ needs and 

expectations (Morse & Chung, 2003). Though the multi-method research frame 

served a supplementary function, the multiple methods used have answered 

different study pertinent questions but their primary aim was to support the core 

qualitative driven approach and the overarching research questions and the aim of 

the dissertation (Hesse-Biber et al., 2015). 

Many perspectives have been presented to ensure the trustworthiness of 

qualitative research such as credibility, dependability, conformability and 

transferability (Elo et al., 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1986). In conducting this 

research, I sought to enhance the quality of the studies and the dissertation in 

several aspects. Caelli et al. (2003) proposed four key issues to be considered. 

First, they call for a declaration of the theoretical position of the researcher which 

refers to the researcher’s motives, presuppositions and personal history that leads 
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him or her towards a particular inquiry. Second, methodology should be clearly 

distinguished from method. Thirdly, Caelli et al. (2003) argue that qualitative 

approaches need to be rigorous which means that qualitative researchers need to 

1) articulate a knowledgeable, theoretically informed choice regarding their 

approach to rigour, and 2) select an approach that is philosophically and 

methodologically congruent with their inquiry. Fourthly, they use the term 

analytic lens to refer to the methodological and interpretive presuppositions that a 

researcher brings to bear on his or her data (Caelli et al., 2003). The credibility 

and trustworthiness of qualitative research can also be increased through 

theoretical triangulation which yields a more accurate and valid estimate of a 

result when each method of measurement converges to the same answer (Brewer 

& Hunter, 2006; Oliver-Hoyo & Allen, 2006). Figure 6 presents my triangulation 

design, where each vertex of the triangle produces the results that are compared 

and weighed against the results of other methods. 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Triangulation design 

 

Next, I will evaluate the quality of this study through its reliability and validity 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1986; Noble & Smith, 2015; Smith & Noble, 2014). Firstly, 

research’s reliability is related to the errors and bias concerning participants 

and/or researcher. The researcher’s sphere which has evolved in close connection 

with my teaching practice, and which creates the bridge between the researcher 

and the aim of the study is on one hand a richness of the study and on the other its 

limitation. I have had a significant opportunity to build my competence as a 

vocational special needs teacher and as a researcher in a constructive dialogue 

between those two positions. Because I worked simultaneously as a special 
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education teacher in vocational special needs education college and conducted this 

research on the same field, it was vital to be aware of my own perspectives and 

prejudices and to demonstrate rigour in anonymity and reliability. It was 

extremely relevant to be aware of the potential to influence the collection of 

empirical material as my role as a researcher and interviewer could be considered 

to be an instrument in the collection of semi structured interview data (Pezalla et 

al., 2012). Some of the participants might have provided more positive answers as 

they knew my position as a vocational teacher even though I did not teach any of 

them. I emphasized to the participants my role as a researcher who is honestly 

interested in their experiences and opinions of their studying. I also highlighted 

that the research was completely unconnected with their assessment and their 

anonymity is secured when reporting the results. I told participants that my 

interests were completely in their experiences of VET so that their needs could be 

acknowledged better in the future. Anyhow, I recognised some tensions in the 

interview situations. It was sometimes demanding for me to practise between a 

position of the professional distance of a researcher and an empathic teacher who 

recognises students’ emotions and worries. Anyhow, my honest intention was not 

to get through the defences of participants but to let them speak about the issues 

relevant to them. In conclusion, my dual role as a teacher and as a researcher have 

enabled me to have a rich view of the topic. 

The second key concept to discuss about the study’s quality and 

trustworthiness is validity which refers to the integrity and application of the 

methods undertaken and in the precision in which the findings accurately reflect 

the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1986; Noble & Smith, 2015). In this study the internal 

validity was promoted by two rounds of data collection which allowed the 

development of data collection and analytical process. It provided me with an 

opportunity to particularize and clarify the interview protocol and the interview 

process. Namely, there were some limitations related to the validity of the first 

interview protocol as it produced fragmented narratives by the students. It might 

have been difficult for them to describe their experiences and reflect on their own 

situation. This might have resulted in short answers like no or yes. Therefore, 

during the second interview round I used pictures, the aim of which was to inspire 

discussion. However, I was surprised that the participants preferred discussion and 

that the pictures were not necessary for improving the flow of the stories. 

Additionally, the verbatim transcriptions of both sets of interview data allowed 

the data to be revisited through the analysis processes. I translated the interview 

excerpts used in the articles from Finnish to English. Even though my aim was to 

be accurate in meaning yet the translations might have lost some subtle meanings 

of participants. In general, my aim was to choose excerpts that would access the 

varied experiences of various students and to highlight different viewpoints, 

which is defined as a balanced and fair manner according to guidelines of National 

Advisory Board on Research Ethics [TENK] (2019).  
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The external validity or generalisability of the research is concerned with 

whether the dissertation’s findings can be generalised to other relevant settings or 

groups (Lincoln & Guba, 1986; Noble & Smith, 2015). I consider that the 

applicability of the findings in other contexts is limited though the thick 

description of the context, researchers reflexivity, collaboration and peer 

debriefing assisted me to undercover the biases or assumptions related to 

analytical process and thus to strive for external validity (Lincoln & Guba, 1986; 

Lub, 2015). 

The objectivity of the study was promoted by writing out and discussing the 

decisions and limitations of each article and of this summary. My supervisors 

provided me with valuable feedback and comments throughout the dissertation 

process. I shared the anonymised data with them, and we were able to discuss the 

data analysis, interpretations and findings of the study. The study received no 

external funding or other interests. It was based exclusively on my own interest 

and was not ordered or influenced by any other party.  

5.4 Ethical considerations 

This chapter discusses the ethical principles which guided the research process 

from the beginning to the publishing of the results (National Advisory Board on 

Research Ethics [TENK], 2019).  

Central to the dissertation has been to understand what the needs and 

expectations of the students with intensive special needs are. The need to 

understand derives from the hermeneutic approach of the study. According to 

Gadamer (1989) the phenomenon of understanding not only pervades all human 

relations to the world but it also has an independent validity in science. 

Understanding is primarily agreement. Understanding each other is always 

understanding each other in respect of something (Gadamer, 1989). Though 

understanding is a versatile concept in philosophy, the desire to understand is 

pervasive in our everyday life. We also strive for mutual understanding for 

political or social reasons. Baumberger et al. (2017) provide three reasons for the 

need for understanding. First, the value of understanding seems to surpass that of 

knowledge. We can know something without understanding it. If I strive to 

achieve understanding of the students’ needs and preferences it requires more that 

acquiring knowledge, but it is putting several pieces of information together, 

grasping connections and reasoning about causes, which will eventually provide 

more value than pure knowledge. Secondly, understanding is a central goal of the 

scholarship because scholarly explanations provide understanding. The third 

reason derives from epistemology. An epistemology which considers 

understanding can do better than an epistemology which restricts itself to 

knowledge (Baumberger et al., 2017).  
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Because the dissertation focused on marginalized groups of people in VET it 

was highly relevant to consider the wider implications of the research carefully 

and particularly the understanding and discussion the research produces and 

promotes about these people (Mietola et al., 2017). I was aware of the participants’ 

challenges related to their studying, but it was not relevant to ask for their 

diagnoses or special pedagogical arrangements but to meet them primarily as 

students, give voice to them and to listen to them. Students participated in the 

interviews independently without any support people. Teachers of the students 

helped only in organizing the timetables and to find a place for the face-to-face 

interviews. Participation was completely voluntary, and it was discussed 

repeatedly with the students. Before starting the interviews, the students were 

assured that no identifiable information would be published, and no one would 

have access to the data, except for the researcher and her supervisors and the 

external transcriptionist of the second set of interview data, who was bound by a 

confidentiality agreement. The data were anonymised by removing students’ 

names and other identifying information. I gave students general information 

about the research and we discussed the research before we started the actual 

interview. Also, signed consent was sought, and parents of underage students were 

informed before the interviews.  

Besides these procedural aspects, special attention was paid to ethics in 

practice (Renold et al., 2010). This meant that the ethical questions were also 

acknowledged during the interviews. I ensured that participants understood my 

questions by using plain language and giving them an opportunity to ask and add 

things relevant to them. The limitation that should be taken into consideration is 

that the students volunteered seemed to be positively engaged with the vocational 

institution and with their learning. Consequently, their descriptions might have 

been more positive that those who had a pessimistic attitude about their studying 

and schooling. The number of participants was relatively small but the participants 

volunteering for first data collection round represented several vocational special 

colleges and for the second round they broadly represented the institutions’ 

vocational fields. I took care that face-to-face interviews were carried out in 

privacy and I tried to organise the interview situations as calm and comfortable as 

possible which is an important dimension when students shared their private 

experiences and emotions with the researcher (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). I also 

provided the opportunity to meet on-line, because some of the students found they 

were more confident and they felt more secure (Hewson, 2017). On the other hand, 

on-line interviewing helped with scheduling and reduced the travelling. The 

disadvantages of Skype/Teams interviews were small technical problems and lack 

of non-verbal communication.  

Finally, an interview is always a moral enterprise (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). 

Ethical problems in this interview research arise particularly because of 

researching disadvantaged students’ private experiences and placing them in the 
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public arena. Anyhow, one strength of the study was its purpose beyond the 

scientific value to understand and improve the situation of special needs students. 

The premise of the study was to make the research for them.  

 

5.5 Limitations of the study 

This dissertation has some limitations that should be acknowledged in interpreting 

the results and in considering future research topics. I consider as an overarching 

limitation of the study that it was designed from practical premises rather than 

being based on a comprehensive theoretical understanding which was constructed 

gradually by identifying a knowledge gap during the dissertation process. 

Besides this overarching limitation, the sampling used in both data collection 

procedures might have led to sampling frame bias. Robinson (2014) introduced a 

framework of four paradigmatic points: (1) setting a sample universe; (2) selecting 

a sample size; (3) devising a sample strategy; (4) sample sourcing. Firstly, 

defining a sample universe contains both inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

Inclusion criteria specifies the attribute that cases must possess to qualify for the 

study which was clear in the dissertation: Students who study in a vocational 

special college and receive intensive special support for their studying could be 

included in the study. Secondly, the size of sample used in the dissertation was 

relatively small which is one of the limitations of the study. However, I argue for 

a limited number of participants to gain an intensive insight from their needs and 

experiences and permitting individuals within the sample to have a strong voice 

(Robinson, 2014). Thirdly, the purposive sampling used in both data to recruit the 

participants had both advantages and disadvantages. The number of vocational 

special colleges (n=6) is relatively small in Finland. I recruited the participants 

from four of the six colleges, but the vocational fields included within the study 

were limited. The first data collection concentrated on two vocational fields 

(business and administration; ICT) which were chosen because of their popularity. 

In addition, I supposed that these fields would interest students who possess 

competence in interaction. The second data collection included six vocational 

fields from one vocational special college to gain a comprehensive research 

sample. The fourth dimension to be considered here is the sample sourcing. After 

I had received permission to conduct my research, I contacted the class teachers 

who asked students in their groups to volunteer, which might have restricted the 

full range of variations in students’ needs and experiences. Students who 

volunteered seemed to be active and good students, thus those who have more 

negative attitude towards their studying might have produced different 

descriptions of their needs and expectations. This is called a the self-selection bias 

(Costigan & Cox, 2001). 



 

73 

The aim of the dissertation was not to generalise the results to the whole 

education system but to gain deeper understanding of the vocational students’ 

needs and to provide a detailed picture of their experiences which would inform 

stakeholders of the education field. Therefore, the results are options but not the 

only solutions because in the abductive, constructionist research approach as this 

the findings discuss with the theoretical background and vice versa (Timmermans 

& Tavory, 2012). Using a different methods and theoretical frame would have 

provided a differently loaded final outcome. 

 

5.6 Directions for future research 

The aim with this dissertation was to gain understanding of the needs of the 

students who receive intensive special support for their VET studying. The main 

suggestion of the dissertation is that instead of emphasizing effectivity and 

individually tailored study paths, the focus should be on the subjective and social 

growth of the students. More attention should be paid to the social structures, on 

attitudes and barriers that are hindering the participation of those students who 

belong to the minority, and who are viewed as being less capable and competitive 

in the labour market. To thrive, these students need acceptance, support, 

understanding, and encouragement provided by the social community. Thus, they 

need recognition of their skills, knowledge and capabilities instead of emphasizing 

their needs for support. The students of the study appreciated their studying time 

at vocational special colleges and the understanding and persistence of the 

teaching personnel, but they still had challenges to find their place out of the 

school context. Most of them might have benefitted from more time, from more 

encounters with what is new and strange, from more opportunities to choose and 

to use their rights. Furthermore, I argue that the world that students with special 

needs enter after their qualification needs knowledge and tolerance of diversity. 

This is a challenge to the aims of an effective and agile Finnish VET system which 

is closely connected with qualification requirements and workforce needs. The 

excellence of VET is measured through quantitative outcomes like qualifications 

and employment rates. I argue that VET is educationally valuable even though its 

activities are not connected to intrinsic values like gaining the competence 

according to qualification requirements. Studying at a vocational special college 

is a significant turning point for many students but to fulfil VET’s promise of more 

tailored solutions and recognition are needed to enable each student to stay and/or 

(re-)enter the labour market and to move freely and in a self-determined manner 

through their educational and professional careers (Advisory Committee on 

Vocational Training, 2018). As for future research, it would be worthwhile to 

examine the measures to strengthen ecosocial wisdom in VET which is 

disconnected from economic growth and strives for sustainable development in 
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society. Longitudinal studies in the area would provide valuable research 

knowledge. It would be compelling to investigate students who need special 

support trajectories after VET: what impact does their vocational competence 

have on their employability and career, and what support do they receive in 

workplaces? 

In future research, it would also be interesting to examine students’ 

experiences in general vocational education. These students’ employment 

situation is different when compared with students qualifying from vocational 

special colleges, but anyhow, it would be important to examine their experiences 

of good VET and how their special educational needs and preferences were met 

during their studying and in transition to the workforce. Though support activities 

as part of the individually tailored study paths are each vocational students’ right, 

there are college-specific variations in these and in their implementation (Goman 

et al., 2021). Such research would offer valuable knowledge on chances and 

barriers the system creates for students. 

Additionally, an interesting topic would be to apply the perspectives of 

sociocultural and activist theory and to investigate how vocational teacher 

education could implement a social justice agenda and how could vocational 

teachers and vocational special teachers become change agents in their work and 

how teacher activism could create new sites for learning and participation for 

special needs students (Engeström, 2001; Hancock & Miller, 2018; Montaño et 

al., 2002; Niesz, 2018). The sociocultural theory argues that people develop 

through their roles and understandings in which they participate (Vygotski, 

1978). I agree with Hancock and Miller (2018) that ‘deeper understanding of 

combined reflection and action – praxis – is needed for researchers and teacher 

educators to support teacher candidates’ implementation of inclusive practices’. 

I assume that vocational teacher education is critical when reshaping the public 

discourse over students with special needs (McLaren & Baltodano, 2000). 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Interview protocol (Studies 1, 3) 

 

Teema 1: Opiskelijan näkemys vuorovaikutuksesta opettajan kanssa 

 
1. Kuvaile suhdettasi opettajasi kanssa? 

• Miten teidän yhteistyönne sujuu? Mikä opettajassasi on mukavinta? 

Mikä ikävintä? Miten läheisiä olette opettajasi kanssa? 

2. Kuvaile vuorovaikutusta opettajasi kanssa 

• Millainen tunnelma keskusteluissanne yleensä on? Vapautunut ja 

rento / Kireä ja asiallinen / Vaihteleva? Kuvaile opettajasi tyyliä: 

onko hän puheissaan myönteinen vai negatiivinen? Huomioiko hän 

onnistumiset vai puuttuuko hän haasteisiin? Kumpi puhuu 

tavatessanne enemmän, sinä vai opettajasi? Haluaisitko puhua 

enemmän? Jos tapaamisessa on useampia ihmisiä, niin huomioiko 

opettajasi sinut vai kiinnittyykö huomio muihin? Saatko sinä liian 

vähän, riittävästi vai liikaa puheenvuoroja? Kyselläänkö sinulta liian 

vähän, sopivasti vai liikaa? 

3. Millaista kieltä opettajasi käyttää? 

• Ymmärrätkö pääasiallisesti mitä opettajasi puhuu? Käyttääkö 

opettajasi sanoja, joita et ymmärrä? Onko opettajasi asiallinen vai 

vitsikäs? Puhuuko opettajasi liian paljon ja nopeasti? 

4. Millaista kieltä sinä käytät? 

• Ymmärtääkö opettajasi pääasiallisesti mitä puhut? Käytätkö sanoja, 

joita opettajasi ei ymmärrä? Oletko asiallinen vai vitsikäs? Puhutko 

paljon ja nopeasti? Vai vähän ja rauhallisesti? Harkitsetko paljon 

sanomisiasi 

5. Miten kuvaisit osallistumistasi keskusteluun? 

• Arvioi asteikolla 15 osallistumistasi keskusteluun: 1 en puhu 

juurikaan; 2 puhun hyvin vähän; 3 en osaa sanoa; 4 puhun paljon; 5 

puhun liikaa 

• Oletko tyytyväinen siihen, paljonko olet äänessä keskusteluissa? 

6. Minkälaisista asioista juttelet mielelläsi opettajasi kanssa? Onko koulussa 

joku ihminen, jonka kanssa voit puhua henkilökohtaisista asioista? 

7. Miten opettajasi mielestäsi kuuntelee sinua? 

• Arvioi asteikolla 1–5 kuulluksi tulemista, miten 

tyytyväinen olet:1 olen täysin tyytymätön, siihen miten opettaja 

kuuntelee minua; 2 olen vähän tyytymätön; 3 en osaa sanoa; 4 olen 

tyytyväinen; 5 olen erittäin tyytyväinen 

8. Tarkkailetko opettajasi ilmeitä ja eleitä, äänenpainoja? 

• Mitä olet huomannut? Millaiset eleet ja ilmeet tuntuvat mukavilta ja 

mitkä asiat kiusallisilta? 



 

97 

9. Jännittääkö keskustelut opettajasi kanssa? 

• Miten jännitys tulee esille? 

10. Jännittääkö sosiaaliset tilanteet yleensä sinua? 

11. Miten paljon uudet tilanteet jännittävät sinua? 

• Arvioi asteikolla: 1 ei ollenkaan, 2 vähän, 3 en osaa sanoa, 4 

jonkin verran, 5 todella paljon 

12. Miten usein keskustelet vastuuopettajasi kanssa opinnoistasi? 

13. Mistä asioista keskustelette eniten? 

14. Ovatko tapaamisenne suunniteltuja vai tulevatko ne yllättäen? Tiedätkö 

etukäteen mistä tapaamisessa keskustellaan? 

15. Miten tärkeää vuorovaikutuksen onnistuminen ja myönteisyys sinulle on 

• Arvioi asteikolla: 1 ei ollenkaan, 2 vähän, 3 en osaa sanoa, 4 jonkin 

verran, 5 todella tärkeää 

 

Teema 2: Vuorovaikutuksen orientaatiot 

16. Mitkä asiat auttavat vuorovaikutuksen onnistumisessa? 

17. Mitkä asiat vaikeuttavat vuorovaikutuksen onnistumista? 

18. Millainen vuorovaikutus opettajasi kanssa on mielestäsi onnistunut? 

Määrittele onnistunut vuorovaikutus omin sanoin. 

19. Millainen vuorovaikutus opettajan kanssa tukisi sinua omalla polullasi? 

20. Millainen vuorovaikutus opettajan kanssa estää sinua etenemästä omalla 

polullasi? 

21. Onko sinulla selkeä suunnitelma, että miten etenet opinnoissasi? 

 

Teema 3: Minkälaista ohjausta opiskelijat saavat? 

22. Oletko saanut päättää opintoihisi liittyvistä asioista? 

23. Mistä asioista opettaja päättää? 

24. Millaiset aloitteet/ehdotukset opettaja huomioi herkimmin? 

25. Millaiset aloitteet / ehdotukset opettaja yleensä ohittaa? 

26. Oletko mielestäni saanut äänesi riittävästi kuuluviin opintojesi 

suunnittelussa? 
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Appendix 2. Interview protocol (Study 2) 

1. Mitkä fiilikset sinulla on nyt, kun opintosi ovat päättymässä?  

• Koetko olevasi valmis työelämään ja maailmaan? Voisitko kertoa 

miksi? 

• Mikä on tämänhetkinen jatkosuunnitelmasi? 

• Näyttääkö lähitulevaisuus sellaiselta kuin haluatkin? 

2. Jos mietit näitä menneitä vuosia ammatillisessa koulutuksessa, niin mikä on 

ollut tärkeintä, mitä olet saanut ammatillisesta koulutuksesta? 

• Mikä asia on muuttunut elämässäsi eniten? Onko muutos ollut 

sinulle mieluisa?  

• Miten ammatillinen koulutus on auttanut sinua elämää/työelämää 

varten? 

• Onko ammattiaineiden oppiminen ollut tärkeintä vai joku muu asia, 

mikä asia? 

3. Miten jatkaisit lauseita: 

• Nyt kun tässä valmistumisen kynnyksellä mietin opintojani, niin 

tärkeintä on ollut se, että… 

• Mielestäni ammatillisessa koulutuksessa kannattaisi ottaa 

huomioon… 

4. Millaisena sinä näet elämäsi vuoden päästä, jos kaikki menee hyvin? 

• Mitä teet, kenen kanssa elät, millaista elämää elät… 

5. Millaisena näet elämäsi 5. vuoden päästä, jos kaikki menee hyvin? 

6. Millaisena näet elämäsi 10. vuoden päästä, jos kaikki menee hyvin?  

7. Mihin asioihin koet voivasi vaikuttaa tällä hetkellä omassa elämässäsi? 

Mihin asioihin haluaisit vaikuttaa? 

8. Missä asioissa koet saaneesi eniten apua koululta?  

9. Kuka on ollut merkittävin henkilö elämässäsi tulevaisuuden suunnittelun ja 

tulevaisuuteen valmistautumisen näkökulmasta? 

10. Onko jotain mitä haluaisit vielä lisätä?  
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