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TTnet workshop in Helsinki on 5-6 April, 2001
 “Professionalisation of VET Teachers for the Future”

BACKGROUND PAPER FOR FINLAND

1. Questions concerning definitions

How do you define “VET teacher” in your country?

A VET teacher is a person teaching in a polytechnic, vocational college, or vocational adult
education institution. We define teachers in vocational continuing education as VET teachers
only when the continuing education is carried out within one of these three institutions.

In addition, a VET teacher is a qualified subject teacher by law or an exceptionally qualified
person teaching in the vocational subject area. Unqualified teachers in the vocational
education institutions generally obtain only part-time or fixed-term duration assignments.
Another popular alternative is that the teachers are required to qualify within a predetermined
period (generally 3 years) and this is stated as a condition in their labour contract.
(see http://www.eurydice.org/ and http://www.trainingvillage.gr/etv/ttnet/EN/COUNTRY/fi/fi.asp#top for
descriptions of the Finnish educational system).

What kind of background do VET teachers have?

The VET teachers come with various backgrounds into the vocational education system. Their
initial training may be a university degree (from Master's degree to Doctor's degree - mainly
for the polytechnics), a polytechnic degree or another degree from a higher education
institution (e.g. engineering or nursing degree). Also a vocational qualification (e.g. of
horologist) or a special vocational qualification (e.g. of upholsterer) is sufficient in vocational
institutions where this qualification is the highest educational level available in the subject
matter. (Sample cases of a teacher's path to the profession in Finland are available on the
electronic training village at http://www.trainingvillage.gr/etv/ttnet/EN/COUNTRY/fi/fi.asp#top ).

All VET teachers need to have at least three years' working experience in the subject matter or
in the discipline of their teaching. This working experience is not required for teaching
general subject studies like languages, mathematics, and physics. The VET teacher's work
experience may thus vary from three years to tens of years in the trade.

The pedagogical teacher qualification (35 credit units, each equalling 40 hrs study load) is
acquired either in a vocational teacher education institution at five specified polytechnics or
for the Swedish speaking teachers in one university or in the universities' pedagogical
faculties. These pedagogical studies serve as a universal pedagogical teacher qualification. I.e.
all holders of the qualification can teach in any position in any level or type of college, if their
subject matter competence is high enough and valid.

In the initial vocational teacher training the studies (35 cu's) include basic pedagogical
studies, studies in vocational pedagogics, teaching training, and other studies. The studies aim
at the following competences: the knowledge and skills to facilitate students’ learning and the
readiness of the future teachers to develop their teaching; taking into consideration the
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developments occurring in work life and professional vocation (Statute on vocational teacher
education 455/1996).

What competencies should a VET teacher in your opinion have?

Major changes have occurred in occupational structures and in our ways of working. We are
undergoing a transition from a service-based society into an information society. The
downside of this change is added complexity especially in the management of networks,
information overload, and uncertainty related to employment relationships. Mastering these
challenges requires continuous learning and development of the demanded competences.

What is the balance between the general "teachership" and subject matter pedagogics, is a
question related to the competences of the VET teachers in Finland. Should the general
teacher competences irrespective of the training form or institutions override the need for the
development vocational pedagogic competences in the initial teacher training. What should be
the focus on the professional competences in the subject matter and the working life
requirements in the initial teacher training with a limited scope.

The rapid working life changes reflect in education and training and in the work of the
teachers. According to the Finnish OPEPRO study educational solutions are becoming
increasingly flexible and tailored to meet individual needs. Educational institutions are
developing into open learning environments embracing learners of different ages. Educational
institutions are networking both with each other and with representatives of working life.
Instruction focuses on students’ self-direction and independent acquisition of information. Co-
operation between educational institutions and workplaces increases. Individual learning
programmes and multiform study arrangements, together with increasingly heterogeneous
student groups, increase the need for educational guidance.

All this places high demands on the teacher and changes and increases teachers’ training
needs. In addition to good knowledge of subject content, other important skills at work
include employees’ interaction and teamwork skills. They need to be able to learn new things
continuously. The teachers need to be equipped with sensitivity to the challenges met by their
profession inside their institutions and in relation to the working life. Otherwise they are
unable to assess the impact of change on the their teaching profession and on the working
environment their students are facing in the future.

Kauko Hämäläinen of the Finnish Higher Education Evaluation Council described the general
teacher competences as follows. The teacher has to
- care for the living environment
- care for the neighbour, which includes paying attention to other's needs, incl. social skills
- care for one's self (both physically and mentally)
- have joy of life
- master one's life, find a meaningful life
- have a will to act as a member of the society
- have means of self-actualisation without violating others
- have knowledge competences
- master one's cultural heritage as a part of the internationalisation
- have ethical and esthetic sensitivity.



FINLAND 2.4.2001

3

Various competence classifications exist and one way of defining the needed competences in
the complex and multicultural working environment is a division of the competences into
individual competences like personal characteristics, core competences and professional
competences (Lasonen 2000). The individual competences are connected to the pedagogical
competences and to the organisational competences. The different skills and knowledge
needed on the institutional level manifest in participating in the organisational development of
the institutions. This often means curriculum development, since the authorities today provide
only general guidelines for implementation. Simultaneously, they steering and assess the
institutions based on the educational outcomes. This means teachers' increased need for
various types of planning, implementation, improvement, and assessment skills besides the
pedagogical competences. These development tasks are carried out in teams of teachers and
other personnel. And teachers need better knowledge of the educational infrastructure,
legislation and funding processes. New developments in the field of competence-based
qualifications challenge many vocational adult education institutions and tighter funding
requires all institutions to look for funding outside the government budget, too. Individual
VET teachers or teacher teams, too, increasingly carry out the practical work here.

Other developments in the near future require the integration of sustainable development into
the curricula and improved skill in creating interactive virtual learning processes. First step in
the later development, in becoming an eTeacher, is mastering basic ICT skills. Teachers and
students also need sufficient access to the hardware and software required for learning and for
carrying out these new processes.

A key competence of all VET teachers work remains unchanged. It is, working with people.
Thus interaction and communication skills remain at the core of the work together with the
pedagogical competences. Each teacher needs a reflective working approach based on one's
views on man, learning and information. A strong emphasis on these universal teacher
qualifications is also visible in the Ministry's recent draft statement on teacher education.

What is the career of a VET teacher usually like?

Prof. Järvinen from the University of Tampere has studied the career or the life span of a
teacher in general. There is no linear path to be seen, but several identifiable phases can be
detected which lead to various outcomes from the teacher's career's point of view.

These phases, which do not follow a linear pattern, are:
1. Start of the career
2. Settlement (mastering basic skills and competences)
3. Re-assessment (self-doubt, reflection, new roles and alternatives
4. Subject orientation (flexibility, increasing expertise, active experimentation)
5. Routinised work orientation (routinised skills and competences, independent expert)
6. Collective orientation (participation in development projects, decision making, providing

collegial support)
7. Environment orientation (towards client and operational environment, networking)
8. Integrity (mentoring of others)
9. Withdrawal / retirement (either positive or negative)
All phases can alternate in any order during the teacher's career. After self-reflection any
phase can lead back to a previous phase.
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In the vocational education field this path also leads often from the industry and working life
into the teaching profession or from the teaching profession into an exit to the industry. Also
some VET teachers join the profession from the universities after post-graduate studies
providing they have sufficient practical experience in the subject matter.

2. What are considered to be the greatest challenges in vocational teacher training in
your country? Are there any initiatives with respect to these challenges?

The VET teacher's role is changing in following ways (Hämäläinen 2000). The focus of his or
her work changes from teaching to learning. The teacher's role becomes more complex and
heterogenous and simultaneously more demanding including cooperating with others in teams
and guiding students. The teacher should become a leader of change instead of reacting to
change in the environment. Simultaneously a teacher should be the representative of
constancy and clarity in the mids of the change for the students.

Educational solutions are becoming increasingly flexible and tailored to meet individual
needs. Educational institutions are developing into open learning environments embracing
learners of different ages. The use of ICT and virtual learning environments are a growing
concern in education. Challenges stem from guiding and creating interactive virtual learning
processes to copyright legislation, digital literacy and basic computer skills, and access to
resources.

Educational institutions are networking both with each other and with representatives of
working life. Instruction focuses on students’ self-direction and independent acquisition of
information. Co-operation between educational institutions and workplaces will increase both
nationally and internationally. Individual learning programmes and multiform study
arrangements, together with increasingly heterogeneous student groups, will increase the need
for educational guidance and networking with various stakeholders. High hopes in facilitating
these processes are placed on the use of ICT.

We discussed the competence requirements challenging the individual VET teachers in the
previous question. Both initial and continuing teacher training needs on the individual and
institutional level are increasing because of these challenges.

On the national level the anticipatory project to investigate teachers’ initial and continuing
training needs (OPEPRO) identified a serious need for new teachers due to several reasons.

The vocational education reform lengthens the current vocational studies at the secondary
level from two years to three years. The anticipated additional teacher demand to cover this is
+15 %. Simultaneously, many teachers in the vocational sector are ageing. Part-time
retirement at the age of 56 has been increasingly popular among teachers.

At the same time, the teacher profession's attractiveness decreases among the younger
generation. A national challenge is, how to enhance the attractiveness of the profession and
the VET sector in general. Currently, the VET sector does not suffer from gender imbalance,
but an increasing number of the Finnish teachers is women.

Further challenges result from the fact that there are still quite a number of teachers who do
not have the 35 credit unit pedagogical qualification. This applies to quite many Swedish-



FINLAND 2.4.2001

5

speaking teachers, too. Also some special groups like disabled students and minorities suffer
from the lack of qualified teaching professionals. There are sectorial shortages of qualified
teachers like in the information and communications technology sector. Thus the number of
new study places in the initial vocational teacher education needs increasing. According to
OPEPRO it should be doubled.

National, provincial, and institutional level measures are implemented to increase initial and
continuing teacher training. Since the new legislation in 1996, the Ministry of Education has
continuously increased the number of new study places in the initial vocational teacher
training. The provinces provide funds for teacher training and many institutions have
emphasised continuing training in their personnel policies and allocated funds for the training
of teachers.

The main areas for teachers' continuing education are and continue to be the following:
- Promoting ICT in schools.
- Developing mathematics and science teaching.
- Updating skills in subject matter and in the fundamentals of teaching and learning.
- Developing language teaching and internationalisation.
- Mastering issues related to work placements and competence-based qualifications.
- Addressing the social issues related to education e.g. displacement of individuals.
- Developing flexible solutions in education, networks between schools and working life

and promoting entrepreneurship.
- Culture, sustainable development and tolerance for diversity.
- Developing the working community and institutional leadership.
- Implementing life long learning strategies.
- Developing steering systems, anticipation, and assessment.

The teacher's themselves prioritise the following continuous training areas as most crucial in
their training needs:
- Subject matter and sectorial knowledge (both in the subject mastery and in teaching and

learning methods).
- ICT competences
- Institutional evaluation.
- Internal co-operation.
- Subject area and sectorial curriculum development.
- Networking and co-operating with various stakeholder groups.
- Institution level curriculum development.

3. What kinds of system or mechanisms exist in order to develop professionalisation
during the teaching career?

A discussion on whether the teaching profession can be called a profession like e.g. a doctor's
or a lawyer's, has started in Finland. This is one result from the discussions covering the
nature of expertise. The anticipatory project's final report ponders the profession question at
length. In teaching, tacit professional know-how should be seen parallel with the competences
and qualifications. Another source of this debate in the vocational field is the dichotomy
between the universal teacher competences and qualifications and the subject matter expertise
and "traditions" of the trade in vocational training. "Teachership" is defined meaning the
partial areas of the teacher's work. A teaching profession means the professional elements of
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the trade i.e. the subject mastery, its societal mission, and the ethical foundation of the work
(Luukkainen 2000: 49).

The initial teacher training is a step towards a shared vocabulary and discussion between
teachers coming from various backgrounds. Establishing this common ground is also seen as
a stepping stone for pedagogical development and innovations in the vocational training
institutions. Interdisciplinary discourse needs to be facilitated. This discourse is supported
with continuing training in the vocational teacher education institutions, giving birth to
potential communities of knowledge.

R&D's has an ever-increasing role in updating the VET teacher's competences in both
networking and professional knowledge areas. This is especially true for the polytechnics.

Work placements, company specific training and education in adult education institutions,
competence based exams form further forums for networking. In addition, tailored training
services may provide for the badly needed additional funding.

The systems for promoting the teacher's professionalisation exist in the following areas:
- Initial and continuing teacher education (see recent proposal by the Ministry of

Education).
- Trade unions, especially Trade Union of Education in Finland OAJ.
- Personnel policies in the vocational education institutions.
- Individual and collegial level self-assessment and reflection.

4. How the increasing internationalisation affects the work of VET teachers?

The VET teachers are affected by internationalisation on the national and international level.
The graduates from the vocational institutions need to meet the skill requirements of the
increasingly international companies. In addition to subject knowledge, language skills and
understanding of one's own culture and cultural differences are needed. At the same time, the
number of immigrants in Finland is increasing. The student groups' cultural backgrounds are
more heterogeneous, too.

Membership in the European Union has attracted many Finnish students to spend a study year
in Europe as an exchange student, while many other European students study in the Finnish
polytechnics and other training institutions. This means that course offering in other
languages than in Finnish increases and the VET teacher is now required to teach content in a
foreign language. An increasing number of foreign and immigrant students take work
placements in Finnish companies, too. In this context, the VET teacher's role may be one of a
mediator who smoothens out the challenges caused by cultural differences.

The VET sector has also actively searched the opportunities provided by e.g. Community's
the Leonardo da Vinci -programme. In such projects curriculum and didactic development
takes place on a transnational level.

The sharing experience with the TTNet members, who have a longer experience in dealing
with multi cultural issues, is a place of learning for VET sector in Finland.

Helsinki, 2 April 2001, For TTNet Finland by Marjatta Palmu
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