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Dear reader

Vocational skills competitions have become established as
a form of supporting and developing vocational education.
Currently a topical issue lies in developing opportunities
for competitors with special needs to enter.

Competitions for Everyone explains the main concepts re-
lated to the topic, and describes competition activities and
the main organisations that arrange them. In this publica-
tion, we discuss the general development stages of vocation-
al skills competitions, consider skills competitions as a so-
cial phenomenon and look at competing as a philosophical
element in vocational education. We also reflect on some of
the challenges that will faced by skills competitions due to
changes related to sustainable development and future de-
velopments. The publication is intended for vocational spe-
cial education teachers and tutors, workplace mentors and
trainers, and anyone else interested in vocational skills com-
petitions.

Competitions for Everyone is the first instalment in a pub-
lication series whose other segments will cover the topics
of professional skills coaching for those with special needs,
and how skills competitions are organised.

The publication is proof of the active collaboration that takes
place within the Taitaja network. The publication is fund-
ed in Finland by the National Board of Education, and the
project has also received support from the European Social
Fund.

We wish to extend warm thanks to all those involved in the
editing process, as well as the participating competitors,
trainers, judges, article writers, organisers of Taitaja com-
petitions, Skills Finland ry, and the project’s funders.

Hopefully our work will encourage new participants to en-
ter the inspiring world of Skills.

Hameenlinna, 30 April 2009
HAMK Skills Trainers’ Academy
Sara Kaloinen

Piivi Pynnonen
Heikki Saarinen




6 Competitions for Everyone

taitajamastare -

PLUS

skillsfinland

Oyl

HAMK

UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES

Vocational Teacher Education Unit

Sl

trainers’academy

TaitajaPLUS

The Finnish vocational skills competition for those with spe-
cial needs was renamed in May 2009. From now on it will be
known as TaitajaPLUS.

Taitaja 8+1 Series

In the Taitaja 8+1 series, students with special needs enter
Taitaja semifinals in various disciplines. The winner of the
semifinals, i.e. the student with special needs with the top
score in each discipline, participates in the three-day Taitaja
final as a competitor (+1) with eight other finalists. The sem-
ifinals and finals follow the rules of Taitaja competitions.

Abilympics

Finland’s first-ever national skills competition for special
needs entrants was organised under the Abilympics name.
The term can also refer to the International Abilympics,
which are the world championships in vocational skills for
the disabled.

International Abilympics

The International Abilympics are a worldwide contest in vo-
cational skills for people with special needs.

Skills Finland ry

Skills Finland ry is a non-governmental organisation that
promotes Finnish top-level expertise through vocational
skills competitions, training and education. The associa-
tion is also in charge of arranging the Finnish national voca-
tional skills team’s representation in WorldSkills, EuroSkills
and the International Abilympics. Skills Finland’s members
include both private individuals and organisations.

HAMK Skills Trainers” Academy

HAMK Skills Trainers’ Academy is a competence hub built
within the HAMK Vocational Teacher Education Unit, which
supports the maintenance of the Skills operator network, or-
ganises training for experts in competition activities, pro-
motes top expertise through projects, research and publica-
tions, and disseminates good practices in competition activ-
ities within vocational education.



Kaija Miettinen, HAMK Vocational Teacher Education Unit

Social Perspective of Vocational Skills
Competitions in Vocational Special
Needs Education

The central purpose of the Finnish education system is to
offer equal and fair educational opportunities for the entire
population (Ministry of Education 2008, 7). This means that
education is also available to those with problems in learn-
ing and those for whom the traditional education system
is not the most suitable way of learning. Almost all Finn-
ish children who complete elementary school go on to re-
ceive upper secondary education, either at a general upper
secondary school or in vocational education. This means
that secondary education also receives students whose in-
dividual learning requirements must be taken into account
through special needs education. In 2006, there were 14,700
students with special needs in professional vocational edu-
cation in Finland (Kumpulainen 2008, 95), so the quantity
is by no means negligible.

Another general objective is that all children and adoles-
cents should study together with their age groups, regard-
less of their learning abilities. Some of the concepts applied
in Finland are “shared education” and “unrestricted access
to learning environments”. Shared learning and getting to
know one’s peers enhance young people’s understanding and
acceptance of diversity, and therefore increase tolerance. In
higher education these issues are promoted through the In-
clusive Higher Education (ESOK) project run at the Univer-
sity of Jyvaskyla by the Ministry of Education. The concept
is linked to the ideology of a society shared equally by all cit-
izens, to which Finland is committed through its Constitu-
tion and through several international agreements.

The concept of shared and equitable education also encom-
passes full access for all students to the activities of their
peers. In making the vocational special needs education
strategy (Ministry of Education 2002), the ministry found
that special needs students lacked the opportunity to dem-
onstrate their vocational skills in competitions. There had
been positive experiences of students with special needs
participating in cultural contests organised by SAKU ry,
an organisation that promotes the well-being of vocation-
al school students through physical exercise and culture. It
was decided that the same model should be applied to dem-
onstrating vocational competence. The International Abi-

The central purpose of the Finn-
ish education system is to offer
equal and fair educational op-
portunities for the entire popula-
tion (Ministry of Education 2008,
7). This means that education is
also available to those with prob-
lems in learning and those for
whom the traditional education
system is not the most suitable
way of learning. In 2006, there
were 14,700 students with special
needs in professional vocational
education in Finland (Kumpulain-
en 2008, 95).
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By opening competitions also to
students with special needs, we
can strengthen their sense of be-
longing and thereby support their
growth into adulthood in similar
ways to those available to ordi-
nary young people. Furthermore,
participation in competitions has
drawn attention to the strengths
of vocational education in Fin-
land, and its attempts to foster
the learning opportunities of all
students alike. We can be proud
of this.

lympics offered opportunities for participation in a skills
competition, so Finnish participation in the 2007 Abilym-
pics in Japan was set as a target. The target was fulfilled,
and, in addition, doors were opened for students with spe-
cial needs to enter the national Taitaja competition thanks
to unprejudiced actions by Skills Finland ry and education-
al institutions.

What is the social significance of such competition activi-
ties? They promote the development of a more equitable and
socially just society and prevent the problems and margin-
alisation that can be caused by segregation. All people have
the need to receive recognition and feel part of their society.
By opening competitions also to students with special needs,
we can strengthen their sense of belonging and thereby sup-
port their growth into adulthood in similar ways to those
available to ordinary young people. Allowing this access in
principle is another small step towards a more inclusive so-
ciety. Togetherness, competition and participation increase
students’ social and cultural capital, and promote their skills
in lifelong learning — all elements that have been found to
advance inclusion and prevent marginalisation. The inter-
nal cohesion and balanced development of society also lie
behind inclusive activities.

Furthermore, participation in competitions has drawn at-
tention to the strengths of vocational education in Finland,
and its attempts to foster the learning opportunities of all
students. We can be proud of this.

References:

Ministry of Education, Finland. 2002. “Ehdotus ammatil-
lisen erityisopetuksen strategiaksi toisen asteen ammatil-
liseen koulutukseen.” Memoranda of the Ministry of Edu-
cation 2002:6.

Ministry of Education 2008. Education and Research
2008-2012. Development Plan.

Kumpulainen, T. (Ed.): 2008. Koulutuksen maaréalliset in-
dikaattorit 2008. Finnish National Board of Education.

University of Jyvaskyld. “Inclusive Higher Education.” Pres-
entation of the ESOK Project. http://esok.jyu.fi/esittely/. Ac-
cessed on 22 April 2009.
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National Competitions for Competitors
with Special Needs in Finland

Development of Finnish Abilympics into TaitajaPLUS

The Abilympics were first presented in Finland at the Tam-
pere 2006 Taitaja competition, where work demonstrations
were given by practical nurses and website developers from
the Arla Institute and by artisans from Kuhankoski Special
Needs Vocational College. The small but active Abilympics
stall was well received and feedback was positive.

Demonstrations were also given at the Joensuu Taitaja com-
petition the next year. Special needs education was repre-
sented by potters from Kuhankoski, sewers from Perttu-
la Special Vocational School, photographers from Meriko-
ski, electronics experts and poster-makers from Keskuspu-
isto Vocational Institute and florists from Kiipula Vocation-
al College.

The first Finnish vocational skills championships for stu-
dents with special needs were held at the 2008 Taitaja com-
petition in Espoo. There were five categories: practical nurs-
ing, customer service and selling, web design, IT PC/net-
work support and photography. Students with special needs
also entered five categories via the 8+1 model, where the top
scorers out of students with special needs entering ordinary
Taitaja semifinals could enter the Taitaja final.

The Taitaja 2009 competition in Vaasa had three categories
for competitors with special needs: practical nursing, clean-
ing services and web design. There were also two demon-
stration disciplines: landscaping and property maintenance.
The top three in each category received a medal and a mon-
etary award.

Specific competition rules were created for competitors with
special needs jointly by Skills Finland ry, the HAMK Voca-
tional Teacher Education Unit and special vocational insti-
tutions. The applicability of the rules was tested at the Vaasa
Taitaja competition in 2009. They will be officially adopted
at the Oulu competition in 2010. The rules are based on the
Taitaja competition rules, but they account for the special
needs of disabled entrants and those requiring extra sup-
port. The competition rules and any later revisions must be

Vocational education for students
with special needs was first in-
cluded in a Taitaja competition in
the form of skills demonstrations
in Tampere in 2006. Demonstra-
tions were also given at the Joen-
suu Taitaja competition the next
year.

The first Finnish vocational skills
championships for special needs
students were held at Taitaja
2008 in Espoo (Uusimaa). There
were five categories. The same
competition also hosted the first
application of the 8+1 model,
which was used in five competi-
tion series.
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approved by the board of Skills Finland ry. The first official
rules will be approved in the early summer of 2009.

TaitajaPLUS: Organisation and Training

The TaitajaPLUS vocational skills competition for spe-
cial needs competitors will be organised annually as a part
of the Finnish championships in vocational skills (i.e. the
Taitaja competition). The Taitaja organiser is in charge of
appointing a coordinator for TaitajaPLUS in the competi-
tion organisation, as well as a separate PLUS category coor-
dinator. The person appointed to the task should be a qual-
ified special education teacher or have sufficient experience
of special vocational education. In certain cases, the prac-
tical arrangements for the TaitajaPLUS competition can be
outsourced to a different educational institution. Certain lo-
cal knowledge is essential, however, in the category coordi-
nation group, in order for the organisation and implementa-
tion to be successful.

In addition to the TaitajaPLUS competition coordinator, the
TaitajaPLUS steering group includes the coordinators of the
previous and following competitions, all the PLUS category
coordinators, and representatives from Skills Finland ry, the
Finnish National Board of Education, vocational special ed-
ucation teacher training and, when possible, employers, em-
ployee organisations or the labour market.

All operatives in the TaitajaPLUS competitions, includ-
ing category coordinators, judges and other organisers,
take part in Taitaja competition training with other Taita-
ja organisers. National and regional TaitajaPLUS training
is mainly arranged by the HAMK Skills Trainers’ Academy.
The training helps to ensure the successful implementation
of competitions and allows organisers to share and utilise
earlier competition and training experiences.

Competitions

In selecting TaitajaPLUS categories, regional factors should
be considered in addition to the national criteria. These fac-
tors include how much special vocational education is of-
fered in the region’s general educational institutions and
special vocational schools, what subjects are available, and
how many special needs students there are in each field in
proportion to national levels. It is important for different
fields of study to be given the opportunity to participate in
TaitajaPLUS over the years. This allows special vocational
education to present itself more widely, and as many stu-
dents as possible to demonstrate their skills. The categories

The TaitajaPLUS steering
group comprises:

The TaitajaPLUS competition co-
ordinator, the coordinators of the
previous and following competi-
tions, all the PLUS category co-
ordinators, and representatives
from Skills Finland ry, the Finnish
National Board of Education, vo-
cational special education teach-
er training and, when possible,
employers, employee organisa-
tions or the labour market.
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for each TaitajaPLUS competition are decided on by Skills
Finland ry, based on a proposal by the competition organ-
isers.

TaitajaPLUS can be divided into two parts: the actual Taita-
jaPLUS categories, and the Taitaja 8+1 series.

The TaitajaPLUS category finals take 3-6 hours and involve
the top competitors from the TaitajaPLUS semifinals, i.e.
3-6 entrants in individual disciplines and 3-6 pairs/teams
in team disciplines. The number of categories may vary from
year to year, depending for instance on the physical resourc-
es of the event site.

In the Taitaja 8+1 series, special needs students enter the or-
dinary Taitaja semifinals in various disciplines. The winner
of the semifinals, i.e. the special needs student with the top
score in each discipline, participates in the three-day Taita-
ja final as an entrant (+1) together with eight other finalists.
The semifinals and finals follow the rules of Taitaja compe-
titions. In the 8+1 series, particular attention must be paid
to the accessibility of the competition site: all finalists must
Currently, it is a condition for en- enjoy the same conditions for demonstrating their skills, re-
iry into TaitajaPLUS and the Taita- gardless of possible needs for individual aids or support for

ja 8+1 series that the student mobility, hearing or seeing,

have an individual educational
plan (IEP). Conditions and Rules for Entry

Currently, it is a condition for entry into TaitajaPLUS and
the Taitaja 8+1 series that the student have an individual ed-
ucational plan (IEP).

Competitors are entered to the Taitaja competition by their
educational institutions, using the competition organiser’s
online entry system. Each competitor may only be entered
once. The organisers announce the entry period on their
website. The entry period lasts for one month and must end
at the latest four months before the beginning of the Taita-
ja final. Each year’s rules and instructions can be found on

lwww.skillsfinland.fil

Entry Fee

The entering institution pays an entry fee for each com-
petitor, which entitles the competitor to enter either Taita-
jaPLUS or the Taitaja 8+1 series. The entry fee covers entry
into both the semifinals and the final. The prices and pay-
ment instructions for Taitaja entry fees are posted on the
competition organiser’s website.



www.skillsfnland.f
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The entry fee goes towards organising the semifinals and fi-
nal, and developing the competition as a whole. Decisions

on the entry fee and payment practices are made by Skills
Finland ry.
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Future of Vocational Skills Competitions:
TaitajaPLUS and Abilympics as a Part of
the Finnish Skills Competition System

Why are Vocational Skills Competitions Needed?

Skills competitions have long provided hope in difficult
times. Skills Finland ry was established in 1993, during the
economic recession. The roots of international skills com-
petitions, meanwhile, lead back to the time of postwar re-
construction. An Iberian competition held between Portugal
and Spain in 1950 later developed into the WorldSkills sys-
tem and the creation of its maintaining organisation, World-
Skills International (WSI), which now has more than 50
member states. In Finland, as elsewhere in the world, there
has long been a belief that in difficult times the future lies in
competence and professional skills. It has always been be-
lieved that financial investment into top expertise is benefi-

cial even — or perhaps particularly — in bad times. The purpose of work skills com-

petitions all around the world and

The purpose of work skills competitions all around the world
throughout their history has been

and throughout their history has been to promote profes-
sional competence and appreciation for it. to promote professional compe-
tence and appreciation for it.

Impact of the Finnish Professional Skills Competition Far-reaching and persistent ef-
Sysiem forts in arranging skills competi-

tions have produced results, by
Skills competition activities have been developed system- developing professional top-lev-

atically in Finland since the late 1980s. The Taitaja compe-
tition was first held in its current form in 1988. Far-reach-
ing and persistent efforts in arranging skills competitions
have produced results, by developing professional top-lev-
el expertise, fostering respect for professional competence
and improving the recognition and attraction of vocational
education. The number of applicants for vocational educa-
tion has grown steadily throughout the twenty-first centu-
ry in Finland, and for two years running (2008 and 2009)
it has exceeded the number of applicants to upper second-
ary schools.

el expertise, fostering respect for
professional competence and im-
proving the recognition and at-
traction of vocational education.

Measured in terms of success in international work skills
competitions, the level of competence produced by Finnish
vocational schools has clearly increased. Finland had little
success in its first entries to seven categories of the World-
Skills competition in 1989; since then, however, winnings
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have been on the increase. By 2008, Finland had achieved
32 world championship medals, of which ten were golden.
The gold medals were in nine categories.

The impact of vocational skills competitions is based on per-
sistent, target-oriented work. The competition system of-
fers tools for genuine and concrete collaboration between
diverse parties. Competitions can be utilised in many differ-
ent ways, also to solve new challenges that may arise. In two
decades, vocational skills competitions have been mould-
ed into a versatile tool for developing vocational education.

Benefits of Vocational Skills Competitions

Skills competitions benefit all the parties involved. For com-
petitors, preparing for and entering the competitions means
an opportunity to develop into a top expert in the field. In
addition to their professional skills, competitors improve
their social skills, ability to make independent decisions,
self-confidence, motivation, healthy professional pride and,
in the case of international contests, also language skills and
other international activities.

Vocational skills competitions
benefit all the participating

competitors,
The organisers of vocational education can use competition
vocational education organisers, activities to improve the competence and professional abil-
ities of their staff, compare the level of their competence
teachers, both nationally and internationally, promote mutual learn-
ing through networking between teachers and workplace su-
workplace supervisors and pervisors, and improve their reputation as first-rate educa-
tional institutions and employers.
employers.

For employers, competitions are an opportunity to compare
the quality of their operations to others’, to promote practi-
cal innovations in vocational skills, to prove their commit-
ment to top-level vocational education and personnel devel-
opment, to improve their visibility and therefore demand
for their products and services, and to facilitate the recruit-
ment of top experts.

TaitajaPLUS and Abilympics as a Part of the Finnish Skills
Competition System

Good results have been achieved by vocational skills com-
petitions in Finland. That is why there was a desire in the
country to investigate the possibility of using competitions
also in vocational special needs education. After a four-year
trial period (2005-2008), it was evident that TaitajaPLUS
at the national level and the Abilympics at the international
level would form an essential part of the Finnish skills com-
petition system. TaitajaPLUS now has excellent opportuni-
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ties for utilising advances that have already been made in
the field of competitions, as well as the existing partnership
networks and international contacts.

Many of the good practices generally identified for skills
competitions are applicable to the needs of TaitajaPLUS
and Abilympics. In future, any development efforts will ca-
ter for the needs of TaitajaPLUS in addition to Taitaja. The
interaction between the two competitions has already led to
many new insights; one good example is the accessibility of
the Taitaja events, to which attention was first paid thanks
to trials related to competitions for competitors with spe-
cial needs. Accessibility has now been considered from the
points of view of competitors and the audience, and some
new solutions have already been implemented.

Vocational skills competitions are a new opening for spe-
cial vocational education. Similarly, TaitajaPLUS and the In-
ternational Abilympics are an opportunity for the Finnish
skills competition system as a whole.

Many of the good practices gen-
erally identified for skills competi-
tions are applicable to the needs
of TaitajaPLUS and Abilympics.

Future of Vocational Skills Competitions

Mostly, the professional skills competition system in Fin-

land is well-established, smoothly functioning and produc- The interaction between the two
tive. The popularity of the competitions has been increas- competitions has already led to
ing constantly. The number of participating institutions and many new insights. One good ex-
competitors in both the Taitaja and Taitaja 9 competitions ample is the accessibility of the

has grown consistently, while the Taitaja competition has
developed into a well-publicised, esteemed event with a sig-
nificant number of visitors each year.

Taitaja events, to which attention
was first paid thanks to trials re-
lated to competitions for special

The popularity of vocational skills competitions is also on needs competitors.
the rise globally. New countries are joining the WorldSkills
organisation. Almost all European countries are working
on developing skills competitions, and the European Com-
mission views competitions as an important way of promot-
ing pan-European objectives for vocational education. Abi-
lympics activities, which have traditionally centred on Asia
and Africa, are attracting increasing interest in Europe. The
Finnish skills competition system and expertise in compe-
titions are well-known and respected internationally, and
Finland partners actively with other countries in interna-
tional activities.

In Finland, the future development of competitions will fo-
cus particularly on improving quality and utilisation. The
aim is that competitions may be utilised more widely than
before in developing vocational education and increasing its
renown. A new Taitaja quality assurance system is to be im-
plemented during 2009. The links between Taitaja event or-
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In Finland, the future develop-
ment of competitions will focus
particularly on improving quali-
ty and utilisation. The aim is that
competitions may be utilised
more widely than before in devel-
oping vocational education and
increasing its renown.

ganisation and teaching will be tightened and the semifinal
system will be improved, so that more vocational schools
will have the ability to make use of competitions in devel-
oping and marketing their competence. The development
of Taitaja competitions and tasks is tied to the Finnish re-
form of professional vocational qualifications. A develop-
ment project spanning several years has been set up to pro-
mote entrepreneurship through competitions, while the op-
portunities for native Swedish-speakers to enter are being
improved. Taitajag activities are concentrating especially
on improving guidance by developing study paths. Mean-
while, there is an ambitious nationwide project whose aim
is to model the good practices used in training in order to
make the fruitful teaching and learning methods used in
the activities available to all teachers and students. Inter-
national competitions are used for benchmarking Finnish
competence and providing valuable information on the ba-
sis of which the training system can be developed.










Markku Aunola, Kiipula Vocational College, IAF Executive
Committee Member

International Competitions for Students
with Special Needs in Finland

Background

When operations related to vocational skills competitions
for competitors with special needs were being started up in
Finland, it was clear from the start that the objective was
to enter international competitions. A Finnish member
first joined the International Abilympics Federation (IAF)
in 2006. Before that, Finnish representatives had met with
some of the Japanese coordinators of IAF and visited the na-
tional event in Japan. Finns had already visited the compe-
tition held in the Czech Republic in 2000, but that had not
led to any further participation. What sets Finland apart in
comparison with other members of IAF was that the mem-
bership is held by Skills Finland, while members from oth-
er countries are mostly organisations that work with diverse
education and employment issues for the disabled.

International Abilympics Federation (IAF)

IAF works in close collaboration with two international or-
ganisations — the International Labour Organization (ILO)
and Rehabilitation International (RI). ILO, which comes un-
der the United Nations, is a major developer and organis-
er of vocational rehabilitation, particularly in the develop-
ing countries. Competition activities in these countries have
been partly funded by ILO. RI, on the other hand, brings to-
gether organisations for the disabled, service providers and
official bodies worldwide. The main emphasis in RI’s activ-
ities is on equality, education and rehabilitation for the dis-
abled. Vocational rehabilitation in particular is at the centre
of the activities of the Rehabilitation International Finnish
Committee (RIFI), which is a member organisation of RI.
RIFT’s members are customer organisations and service pro-
viders within rehabilitation, as well as other major rehabili-
tation bodies. IAF is a kind of sister organisation for RI, and
for instance the Secretary General of RI is a member of the
IAF Executive Committee. In 2005, the RI Secretary Gen-
eral at the time, Tomas Lagervall, visited the Helsinki WSC
and we discussed the inclusion of Finland in IAF activities
together with Japanese representatives.

7

Finland joined the Internation-
al Abilympics Federation (IAF) in
2006. The organisation’s Finnish
representative is Skills Finland ry.

IAF
International Abilympics Federa-
tion

The organisation that runs the In-
ternational Abilympics. It has 57
members from 38 countries.

ILO
International Labour Organisation

A United Nations organisation
that plays a significant role in de-
veloping and producing profes-
sional rehabilitation, particularly
in developing countries.

RI
Rehabilitation International

An organisation whose main em-
phasis is on equality, education
and rehabilitation for the disabled.

RIFl ry
Rehabilitation International Finn-
ish Committee

RIFI is a member organisation of
RI. Its members are customer or-
ganisations and service provid-
ers within rehabilitation, as well as
other major rehabilitation bodies.
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wscC
World Skills Competition

The first International Abilympics
were held in Japan during the
UN’s International Year of Disa-
bled Persons in 1981. The subse-
quent hosts of the contest were:

Colombia 1985

Hong Kong 1989
Australia 1995
Czech Republic 2000
India 2003

Japan 2007

The next Abilympics will take
place in South Korea in 2011.

The first International Abilympics were held in Japan during
the UN’s International Year of Disabled Persons in 1981. The
next competition took place in Colombia in 1985, and then
in Hong Kong, where IAF was officially established. Since
then the event has been held in Australia in 1995, the Czech
Republic in 2000 and India in 2003. The organisation cur-
rently has a total of 57 members from 38 countries, as more
than one organisation can enter from one country. There are
rules for Abilympics operations, including instructions for
the host country in organising the competition and other
events. In addition to professional skills categories, the com-
petitions include “leisure and living skills” contests.

The World Skills and Abilympics competitions were held to-
gether for the first time in Shizuoka, Japan in 2007. Finland
entered four competitors and also took part in the IAF gen-
eral assembly for the first time. The general assembly is held
every four years in conjunction with the Abilympics. At the
Shizuoka assembly, the undersigned was first appointed a
member of the IAF Executive Committee (EXCO). EXCO has
12 members, including the RI Secretary General. EXCO also
has representation from the next Abilympics host, which is
currently South Korea. The next competition will be held in
Seoul in June 2011, in the same arena as the 1988 Seoul Ol-
ympic Games and WSC 2001. The South Korean games will
be the eighth in Abilympic history. The other countries that
are represented in EXCO are Austria, Australia, India, Leb-
anon, Malaysia, China and naturally Japan, which is home
to both the IAF President and the secretariat.

EXCO convenes annually at the RI congress. The last con-
gress was held in Quebec, Canada in August 2008, and the
next one is scheduled for November 2009 in Dubai. Between
meetings, committee members communicate by email, and
decisions such as the approval of new members can, when
necessary, be made in email meetings.

Future Outlook

Strong participation from Asian and African developing
countries is visible in international competition activities
— both in terms of rules and in category choices. In these
countries, vocational rehabilitation is to a great extent re-
lated to adults and people who have contracted a disabili-
ty in adulthood, as for various reasons people are more like-
ly to become disabled at a later age in these areas. Many of
the competition categories are ones in which disabled peo-
ple are trained and employed in the developing world. These
countries’ economies continue to be labour-intensive, and
the focus is on traditional craft-oriented trades as well as
on information technology. The main disability groups that
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are represented are physical and sensory disabilities. For the
abovementioned reasons, the competitions have no maxi-
mum age limit, which means that the competitors may in-
clude professionals with several years’ experience.

The objective of Finland and the other European countries,
as of the industrialised world as a whole, is to focus Abilym-
pics operations also on young special needs contestants. In
the Japanese event, Finland’s competitors were the youngest
entrants. Another objective is to extend the selection of cate-
gories to new fields, ones where people with disabilities find
employment in the industrialised world. That would mean
getting closer to the WSC category classification. In future,
the games could have separate series for younger and older
competitors. The third objective is derived from the above
objectives and relates to a revision of the competition rules.
Finland’s representatives would like to see the rules being
developed in the direction of the WSC rules, meaning that
for instance the number of entrants per country would be
limited and the jury would be more multinational. There is
also room for improvement in the transparency of tasks.

Such changes are not easy to implement, because the cir-
cumstances and challenges for vocational rehabilitation of
disabled people vary greatly from country to country, due
to differences in socioeconomic situations and in the status
of people with special needs in education, the labour mar-
ket and society at large. It is important to remember that
more than 9o per cent of the world’s approximately 60 mil-
lion people with disabilities live in developing countries, and
of them, nearly 9o per cent are in rural areas. Thus, organ-
ising uniform vocational skills competitions for people with
disabilities and special needs is significantly more difficult
than in WSC.

Within IAF, there is great interest in involving more Euro-
pean countries in the movement. Finland only became in-
volved in the Abilympics movement very recently, although
very actively and using a new model. There is now pressure
on Finland to organise the competition; this is influenced by
Finland’s renown as a reliable competition organiser. There
is also the possibility that the Abilympics and WSC will be
held together in 2015. The IAF board has tasked its Pres-
ident with being in contact with the WSI President in this
matter. The application process for hosting the 2015 com-
petition begins with expressing an interest in hosting it at
the 2010 EXCO meeting. The decision on the next host will
be made at the IAF general assembly to be held at the 2011
games in South Korea. It would also be possible for sever-
al European countries to cooperate in this matter. Interest
in skills competitions is awakening in Europe; for instance
France is drawn to the Finnish-proposed model of includ-

Strong participation from Asian
and African developing countries
is visible in international compe-
tition activities — both in terms of
rules and in category choices. For
the most part, vocational rehabil-
itation in these countries relates
to rehabilitation of adults and peo-
ple who have become disabled at
a later stage.

The objective of Finland and the
other European countries, as
of the industrialised world as a
whole, is to open Abilympics op-
erations more to young special
needs contestants.

Another objective is to extend
the selection of categories to
new fields. The third objective re-
lates to improving the conditions
for participation of young people,
which would require changes to
the competition rules. There is
also room for improvement in the
transparency of tasks.
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Interest in vocational skills com-
petitions is growing in Europe.
The Finnish model of organising
the TaitajaPLUS competition for
special needs competitors and
the Taitaja 8+1 series as a part of
“normal” Taitaja competitions has
attracted attention from other Eu-
ropean countries.

ing the Abilympics within the World Skills organisation. An
international Abilympics conference is planned for the Oulu
Taitaja event; at that point it will be possible to discuss the
national and international development of the operations on
a European level, and probe the interest of European coun-
tries in organising the 2015 event.
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Tuomas Eerola, HAMK Skills Trainers” Academy

Diversity of Vocational Skills Competi-
tions

Vocational skills competitions for young people are forums
that promote the objectives of vocational education in many
ways. They bring together students of various professions,
vocational teachers, workplace representatives, prospective
students and the broader public. Preparing for and partici-
pating in competitions allows young people to develop their
top expertise and demonstrate their competence. For busi-
nesses, the competitions are an excellent opportunity to be-
come familiar with the level of vocational education, to fur-
ther the workplace orientation of education, to recruit young
professionals and to promote the business and its activities.

Coaching students and organising skills competitions devel- The starting point behind com-
op the competence of teachers, as well as the internal opera- petitions for entrants with special
tions, internationalisation and business partnerships of ed- needs is inclusion: inclusive and

ucational institutions. Competitions offer an opportunity to
compare the levels of education and competence nationally
and internationally. The publicity received by competitions
clearly has an impact on the number of applications received
by vocational education. Training and coaching help to de-
velop both individually oriented and workplace-oriented tu- . joint teaching and tutoring is
ition methods, which can then be utilised right across the
vocational education field. For the public, the competitions
are important showcases of vocational competence and vo-
cational education.

participatory education. Inclusion
implies that that:

« all students study together;

arranged with the students’
individual circumstances and
needs in mind;

* every member of the commu-

The starting point behind competitions for entrants with ) )
nity — students and tutors alike

special needs is inclusion, i.e. inclusive and participatory
education. Inclusion implies that: — feel accepted and valued.

Inclusion is not a specific com-
pleted state to be attained but

. all students study together;

+  joint teaching and tutoring is arranged with the rather a continuous process of
students’ individual circumstances and needs in removal of obstacles to partici-
mind; pation.

. every member of the community — students and
tutors alike — feel accepted and valued.

Inclusion is not a specific completed state to achieve but
rather a continuous process of removal of obstacles to par-
ticipation.
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Some of the driving forces behind
the development of competitions
for students with special needs in
Finland were Finland’s entry into
the International Abilympics Fed-
eration in 2005, and a letter from
the Minister of Education and Sci-
ence, Antti Kalliomaki, to organis-
ers of vocational education (23 No-
vember 2006) stating the impor-
tance of vocational skills compe-
titions as a way for students with
special needs to demonstrate their
competence.

Starting up national competition activities for competitors
with special needs is one of the functions of HAMK’s Skills
Trainers’ Academy. Established in 2008 within the Voca-
tional Teacher Education Unit of HAMK University of Ap-
plied Sciences, the Skills Trainers’ Academy works to in-
crease the attractiveness of certain vocations and to improve
the quality of vocational education.

The main areas of operation of the HAMK Skills Trainers’
Academy are:

. Maintaining the nationwide Skills network of op-
erators and providing training in competition ex-
pertise;

. Supporting regional Skills projects;
. National Abilympics activities;

. Projects, research and publications that promote
top-level expertise;

. International competition activities, related e.g.
to WorldSkills, EuroSkills and International Abi-
lympics;

. Reporting on and disseminating good practic-
es developed in competition activities within the
field of vocational education.

Even before the establishment of the academy, HAMK Uni-
versity of Applied Sciences played an active part in start-
ing up Abilympics operations in Finland. During the AKVA
projects carried out in 2000—2007, HAMK held start-up
seminars, which created a network of all those interested
in the operations. HAMK subsequently began offering Abi-
lympics coach training in partnership with other members
of the network.

Another important factor for the initiation of these opera-
tions in Finland was the approval of Skills Finland ry as a
member of the International Abilympics Federation (IAF)
in December 2005. Furthermore, there was a letter from
the Minister of Education and Science to the organisers of
vocational education, dated 23 November 2006, regarding
the importance of vocational skills competitions as a way
for students with special needs to demonstrate their com-
petence.
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Seppo Helakorpi, HAMK Vocational Teacher Education Unit

The Philosophy behind Vocational Skills
Competitions

Background

Throughout its history, Finland’s educational policy has cen-
tred on a philosophy of equality. Finns have always consid-
ered it important for all citizens to have the opportunity to
receive an education, regardless of their place of residence,
wealth, ethnic origin or sex. The situation that has been thus
attained in Finland is by no means standard in all countries.
While equality has been a shared objective in the education
sector, competition has not. Now and again, debate arises on
the nature of competition and the opportunities for compe-
tition in education. References are made to a neoliberal view

Plenty of statistical data is gath-
ered these days, making compar-

of education, which focuses on cost-effectiveness and effi- isons easy. In Finland we have
ciency. Some people are critical of education being defined been wary of competition, due
in financial terms. The debate is fuelled by ideas regarding to a fear of it corroding the foun-
the application of quality assurance concepts to education. dations of equality in education.

Some parts of the debate have taken on farcical qualities,
when some writers have not familiarised themselves suffi-
ciently with the basic concepts of the quality philosophy. It
has been interesting to see how Finland’s success in PISA
surveys has been accepted by many as sufficient proof of a peting to be a natural human ac-
well-functioning educational system. For some reason, the tivity.

Finnish matriculation examination system and its competi-
tive scenario are not considered inappropriate by these same

Some are horrified by the idea of
compiling rankings of school per-
formance. Others consider com-

Now that various competitions

people. have attained official status (e.g.

PISA survey and vocational skills
Competition in education arises at the individual student’s competitions), it is a good time to
level, when the performance of students is compared for in- consider the purpose, nature and

stance in specific subjects. Competition can also be present
at group level; we are all familiar with inter-school sporting
events, for instance. Schools can compete in performance,
too, for example in terms of the success of their graduating
students in matriculation examinations. Plenty of statisti-
cal data is gathered these days, making comparisons easy.
In Finland we have been wary of competition, due to a fear
of it corroding the foundations of equality. Some are hor-
rified by the idea of compiling rankings of school perform-
ance. Others consider competing to be a natural human ac-
tivity; after all, even small children compete at an early age
for example in running or sand-castle-building.

aim — i.e. the basic philosophy —
of competitions.
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Now that various competitions have attained official status
(e.g. PISA surveys and vocational skills competitions), it is a
good time to consider the purpose, nature and aims —i.e. the
basic philosophy — of competitions. In this article we focus
on competitions within the areas of skills and competence.

Competition versus Equality

More lies behind the running of competitions than man’s
natural competitive instinct. Particularly when speaking
of competence, the globalising world economy forces busi-
nesses to compete in terms of products and services — i.e.
in competence. Performing well in at least one area appears
to be a condition for success. Most businesses have begun
eliminating inessential activities from their operations and
focusing on their core areas of competence. New alliances
and partnerships are made. This has quietly turned compe-
tition into a communal sport. We have realised that people,
like businesses, are all different, and that this diversity is a
resource. We also speak of collective intelligence or exper-
tise. How does this fit in with the equality doctrine?

We should consider this pillar of our educational system —
equality — in a bit more depth. It has sparked a debate re-
garding the duties of education and teaching: should we of-
fer everyone education that aims for the same objectives, or
should the same resources be applied to achieving individu-
al objectives? The question is extensive and it involves a ba-
sic issue regarding educational equality. Should education
and edification aim for:

. equal opportunities in the availability of educa-
tion,

. equal opportunities in the implementation of ed-
ucation, or

. equal opportunities in the outcomes of educa-
tion?

The principle of access to education entails that every citizen
must have the same opportunities for accessing education,
regardless of their place of residence, wealth or any other
factor. The principle of equality in educational implementa-
tion implies that everyone must receive the same kind of and
similarly resourced education. The principle of equality in
educational outcomes means that similar results should be
achieved for instance by providing different kinds of teach-
ing. At one extreme there is the thought that “everyone can
learn everything”, as long as teaching is sufficiently differ-
entiated. The problems of this can be illustrated using the
following figure.
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The first sector represents a kind of utopia. Because peo-
ple have different learning abilities and respond differently
to the same teaching, it is impossible to reach the same out-
comes even with the same education for all.

The second scenario represents a fairly ordinary situation,
where different learners achieve different outcomes as a re-
sult of cohesively applied teaching. Some do not meet the set
objectives and others exceed them.

The third sector represents personalised teaching and study.
In it, different learners are offered study paths based on
their personal learning abilities, which means that everyone
can attain the basic objectives. On the basis of their differ-
ent learning outcomes, students can then find different po-
sitions in our postmodern society. Traditional Finnish “one-
track education” produces similar qualifications and compe-
tence, when the labour market is actually in need of work-
ers with different kinds of competence. Equal opportunities
could be fulfilled so that each student receives access to ed-
ucation that corresponds to his or her abilities and needs,
and eventually finds employment in a position where his or
her competence is valued.

Identical learning
outcomes

I
1
Identical learning ! = |
abilities ] !
| 1
ﬁ.
1

1

1

1

Identical teaching

Different learning
outcomes

Different learning ﬁ

abilities
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Different learning ﬁ Different learning
1 1

abilities outcomes

ﬁ

Personalised teaching

FIGURE 1. Problems in educational equality.
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The Finnish Ministry of Education
approved a proposal for quality
management in vocational educa-
tion made by the National Board
of Education for the purpose of
encouraging organisers of voca-
tional education to improve the
quality of their operations towards
excellence. The model’s elements
are planning, implementation,
evaluation and feedback/change
processes, and each has defined
quality criteria.

Education is a social service, whose objectives are set in leg-
islation. However, it is subject to limited financial resources
coming from taxpayers’ money, which means that it is not
released from obligations regarding efficiency and cost-ef-
fectiveness. This has given rise to discussions on education-
al quality. One of the cornerstones of the European Union’s
education policy is the Bologna Declaration, whose aim is
to harmonise educational practices within the Union. It has
led to reflection on the objectives of vocational education,
and on the qualifications and competences of various pro-
fessions. Finland is committed to the EU’s programmes. In
conjunction with the Copenhagen Process, a Common Qual-
ity Assurance Framework (CQAF) was built for supporting
quality assurance in vocational education. It is based on the
EFQM model. The framework also has its roots in the princi-
ple of continuous improvement known as the Deming Qual-
ity Cycle (plan, do, check, act). The Finnish Ministry of Ed-
ucation approved a proposal for quality management in vo-
cational education made by the National Board of Education
for the purpose of encouraging organisers of vocational ed-
ucation to always improve the quality of their operations to-
wards excellence. The model’s elements are planning, imple-
mentation, evaluation and feedback/change processes, and
each has defined quality criteria. Quality assurance is about
evaluating and improving processes. Applied to a school, it
does not mean evaluating individual students but assess-
ing and developing the whole school’s teaching and learn-
ing processes. The Maastricht Declaration drew attention to
improvements in cost-efficiency, pupils in danger of margin-
alisation, individual and flexible study paths, predictive ed-
ucation, learning methods and the competence of teachers
and trainers. The EU summit in Maastricht (2004) reached
an agreement on cooperation, with the aim of:

. modernising vocational education, in order to
improve the competitiveness of the European
economy

. offering all Europeans — whether they be young,
old, employed, unemployed or vulnerable — the
knowledge and skills they need to participate ful-
ly in our developing knowledge-intensive society,
and creating more and better jobs.

The European Union’s Helsinki Communiqué (2006) stress-
es the fact that education policy-makers must promote high-
level vocational education and make it possible for those al-
ready in employment to update their competence. The objec-
tive must be to involve all young people in either vocational
or higher education. The knowledge and skills they achieve
in their studies must be an advantage both in their work and
in their future lives. The communiqué also emphasises the
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need for flexible study paths, allowing students to move on
to different levels of education — particularly from vocation-
al into higher education. Vocational education should be eq-
uitable and effective. This means that those whose circum-
stances are unfavourable in terms of education and those
who risk marginalisation must be taken into particular ac-
count. It also means that vocational education must offer not
only basic professional skills but also top-level expertise, in
order to prevent lack of competence or shortages in skilled
employees, and in order to maintain innovation and growth
in our information society.

Personalised Education and Competition Activities

A striving for flexibility, individualism, specialism and
uniqueness has appeared in education, both at individual
and at social level, which in practice has led to the person-
alisation of education. In today’s society we can further our
own skills and needs in ways that lie outside of organised ed-
ucation. The competence needed in life and at work can be
developed for instance through pastimes, the constantly di-
versifying media, webs and networks. Enriching communi-
ties are abundant and it appears that young people in par-
ticular are adopting their ways. The great challenge for ed-

Vocational education should
be equitable and effective. This
means that those whose circum-

ucation is how to identify and recognise skills and knowl- stances are unfavourable in terms
edge acquired outside of the educational system. The ulti- of education and those who risk
mate purpose of attending school is by no means to achieve marginalisation must be taken
certain grades but to acquire competence. Similarly the ob- into particular account. It also
jective of educational institutions is not to fulfil the (edu- means that in addition to basic

cation) system per se, but rather to conduct the operations
that serve individuals and the community in the best pos-
sible ways.

professional competence, voca-
tional education must produce
top-level expertise.

How can we know whether we are good as individuals or
whether we fulfil people’s needs as an organisation? At the
organisational level the answer to this question is the quali-
ty philosophy, and its ideas of continuous evaluation and de-
velopment (the “learning organisation”). It is no coincidence
that research is now under way into the collective and com-
munal nature of work teams and the collective and shared
expertise that is linked to these teams. A fundamental part
of competence lies “hidden” in the form of tacit knowledge
within work communities’ operating cultures.

Competence is not just a question at the individual level;
particularly in our networked society it is a communal fac-
tor. Quality assurance measures, with their related evalu-
ation and development processes, are in place to develop a
community’s activities. Quality work is linked to the con-
cept of best practices. In each field and for each case there
are practices that work most effectively and produce the best
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The great challenge for educa-
tion is how to identify and rec-
ognise skills and knowledge ac-
quired outside of the educational
system. The ultimate purpose of
attending school is by no means
to achieve certain grades but to
acquire competence. Similarly
the objective of educational insti-
tutions is not to fulfil the (educa-
tion) system per se, but rather to
conduct the operations that serve
individuals and the community in
the best possible ways.

Today'’s society is sometimes apt-
ly called the competence society.
We now want to know what com-
petence is needed in specific jobs,
and how it can be obtained. The
concept of competence relates
to a strong shift from knowledge-
based targets to skill-based tar-
gets.

results. It is interesting to find out how others operate — par-
ticularly how successful organisations achieve good results.
It is this idea that has led to the foundations of quality com-
petitions. Even in Finland, quality competitions have been
going on for decades (the Finnish Quality Award has been
given out since 1976). Now they also involve public service
organisations. Although it is interesting to know what or-
ganisation is the best in each field in a given year, the ul-
timate purpose of quality competitions lies in good prac-
tices, operational quality and its development. The Finn-
ish National Board of Education and the Ministry of Educa-
tion have set up an award for quality in education, for which
educational institutions compete annually. Quality and its
development have become fundamental issues at all levels
of schooling. The question here is not of competing against
other institutions but together with them.

As I mentioned previously, competing at the individual lev-
el has been found to be problematic in education. In the “old
school”, students were given reports where their own grade
average was compared to the average of the whole class. At
the time of an elementary school reform in Finland, this
comparative and stigmatising practice was given up, and
discourse turned to target-based evaluation; in other words,
looking at how well students have achieved the objectives set
for their studies. This has been the basic principle behind
evaluation even in vocational education to this day. Today’s
society is sometimes aptly called the competence society.
We now want to know what competence is needed in spe-
cific tasks, and how it can be obtained. The concept of com-
petence relates to a strong shift from knowledge-based tar-
gets to skill-based targets. The Finnish education system has
been criticised for being too knowledge-oriented and plac-
ing excessive weight on facts. An example is the matricula-
tion examination. The basic models followed in Finnish ed-
ucation have been equitable teaching and shared objectives
for all (cf. equality principle above).

However, vocational education in particular has initiated
a strong development towards competence-based orienta-
tion, where the focus is on what students already know, what
other competence they should acquire, and how best to ac-
quire it. Behind this philosophy lie new theories on learning
and knowledge, including the (socio-)constructivist concept
of learning, trialogic (context-bound) learning, communal
knowledge construction and tacit knowledge. Today’s catch-
words are identifying and recognising competence. Dem-
onstration-based studies have been under development for
years. The “million-dollar question” now is, How can com-
petence or a specific skill be demonstrated and assessed?
The on-the-job learning that takes place at work is tied to
the context of the workplace in question. We can think about
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whether that is sufficient “proof” of broader competence.
One of the central aims of vocational education is for stu-
dents to achieve the best possible employment after gradua-
tion. Processes of on-the-job learning implemented in close
collaboration with employers have been found to increase
the aptness of education in terms of the competence require-
ments of the workplace.

For individuals, education is also about how flexible it can
be in order to offer the education required by the student’s
needs and inclinations, and to support the student’s person-
al growth. There has been a move to personalise and indi-
vidualise education, as a shift away from the “one-track” tra-
dition. This kind of education is based on the following ide-
as regarding the learning and teaching of professional skills,
which is based on talent studies:

Talent, abilities

1 motor skills
2 linguistic ability

Skilled actions,
competence

Operating environment 1 manual skills

2 interaction

3 cooperation

4 innovativeness
5 problem-solving
6 meta-skills

3 social skills

4 creativity

5 musicality

6 mathematical skills

Motivation

Personality

FIGURE. From ability to competence

Skills and workmanship are linked to competence potential
and personal characteristics. Talent consists of various in-
dividual areas, which develop into personal inclinations. If
the environment is favourable, motivating and encouraging,
these inclinations develop into abilities, which are reflected
in skilled actions — for instance as workmanship. Certain
personal characteristics represent specific capacities, which
can turn into abilities thanks to the effects of the environ-
ment and personal growth. This gives rise to motivation for
certain actions. With regard to the idea of the learning or-
ganisation described above, the operations of schools should
be developed in such a way that they can form an encour-
aging and motivating community that supports and enrich-
es personal growth. The personal inclinations of students
should be developed in order to generate the competence
needed in their chosen profession. We must accept that not
all students have to master all of the tasks or jobs related to
the field in question. A team-based, networked communi-
ty consists of diverse people and different yet complemen-
tary competences.
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Thus we arrive at two central and essential questions or
challenges for vocational education: 1) to identify and rec-
ognise the students’ personal characteristics as unique com-
petence potential; and 2) to build study and education proc-
esses that support and motivate learning and professional
growth based on personal inclinations.

The idea of building and supporting a specific professional
identity has taken a backseat in vocational education. Stu-
dents see their chosen profession as a part of their own fu-
ture, which grows to be an element in their overall identity.
Previously, professional pride was particularly emphasised
as a part of professionalism; the experience and subsequent
satisfaction of mastering one’s job. Proper professional com-
petence and professional pride do involve completing work
well. When working in a hurry and under financial pres-
sures, we are tempted to act against our professional ethics
— for instance by attaching plastic flooring to wet concrete,
or neglecting to dry insulating materials, or installing sock-
ets carelessly in a crooked position. It is specifically the duty
of the school to draw attention to these issues. The actual
workplace used for an internship or traineeship period can
give students an unrealistic picture of proper skills and pro-
fessional pride. At school, students must learn about profes-
sional ethics, professional identity and the good traditions of

The personal inclinations of stu-
dents should be developed in or-
der to generate the competence

needed in their chosen profes- the trade. Proper professionalism also involves continuous
sion. We must accept that not all development of oneself and one’s competence — even by sur-
students have to master all of the passing of one’s own boundaries. Internal professional pride
tasks or jobs related to the field and “total” professional competence contribute internal sat-
in question. A team-based, net- isfaction and the motivation for completing daily tasks. Op-

timally, a worker can experience a state of “flow”, in which
an interesting and motivating job is found to be energising
and empowering. A good job gives enough independence, al-
lowing the worker to decide on actions, to develop the work
and to participate in an interesting team.

worked community consists of
diverse people and different yet
complementary competences.

The primary purpose of vocational skills competitions is to
promote the learning of professional skills and the dissemi-
nation of good practices. The competition itself is secondary.
There are many levels of skills competitions: in Finland we
have Taitaja competitions on a regional and national level,
EuroSkills at the European level and WorldSkills at the glo-
bal level. These events have made professional competence
and workmanship evident to all. They have sparked wide-
ranging efforts to develop and research the concepts of com-
petence and professional skills. By touring different coun-
tries and regions, the competitions reach diverse people —
particularly young people about to choose their careers, who
are given concrete demonstrations of the diversity of fields
and the nature of different tasks. Of course the competitive
situation is not a genuine work situation, but it does give
an indication of the nature of professions, their tasks and
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their competence requirements. Work skills competitions
have been criticised for being a kind of sterile demonstra-
tion, where skills are evaluated in a laboratory-like environ-
ment. A competition does not correspond to genuine work
situations; it lacks for instance the social context — the work
community, where teamwork and interaction (mutual learn-
ing, competence sharing) often play a very significant role.
For this reason we must develop competition tasks to more
closely resemble genuine work environments, with their cus-
tomer service, teamwork and development aspects. There
have also been complaints regarding the fact that identical
tasks do not take into account cultural differences between
countries. Different ways of completing the same task give
rise to contemplation regarding the appropriateness of one’s
own methods of working.

Although success in a skills competition is positive and
an important culmination and springboard in the careers
of competitors, the purpose of competitions is primarily
to raise awareness of professionalism and vocational edu-
cation. It seems clear that by wandering through an event
watching people only a few years older making highly skilled
creations and producing genuine expert work, young people
facing a career choice can receive a useful information pack
and understanding of the professions that interest them.
Many of their prejudices or preconceptions may change. In
today’s society, professions and their competence require-
ments change swiftly. It is very likely to be interesting for
many young people to witness the equipment and environ-
ments with which professionals work. Therefore it is no co-
incidence that esteem for vocational education has risen in
Finland to the point that, by 2008, there were more appli-
cants to secondary vocational education than to academic
upper secondary school. In addition, educational legislation
has been reformed so that it is possible to progress from vo-
cational education to higher education degrees, so interest
in vocational routes should come as no surprise. Vocational
skills competitions have played a role in these changes. They
have also inspired the educational system to ponder on com-
petence, to improve the teaching and learning of skills, and
to provide a basis for coaching in expertise and proficiency.

Skills competitions have made
professional competence and
workmanship evident to all. They
have sparked wide-ranging ef-
forts to develop and research the
concepts of competence and pro-
fessional skills. By touring differ-
ent countries and regions, the
competitions reach diverse peo-
ple — particularly young people
about to choose their careers,
who are given concrete demon-
strations of the diversity of fields
and the nature of different tasks.







Kati Lundgren, SYKLI Environmental School of Finland

Vocational Skills Competitions as Pro-
moters of Vocational Competence in
Sustainable Development

Sustainable Development as a Workplace Challenge

The basic idea behind sustainable development is to safe-
guard the well-being of humans now and in the future. Sus-
tainable development has environmental, financial, social
and cultural dimensions. Environmental and financial sus-
tainability implies sustainable use of natural resources in
the long term, and making environmental utilisation and
impacts proportionate to environmental capacity. Social
sustainability implies safeguarding human equality, health,
safety and well-being, as well as giving opportunities for
participation and influence. Cultural sustainability implies
maintaining cultural diversity and opportunities for free in-
tellectual activity and ethical growth.

In the labour market, these sustainable development ob-
jectives play a role for instance through legislative require-
ments, through the financial benefits of environmental effi-
ciency and, more broadly, through corporate social responsi-
bility. In recent years, the climate change debate has caused
people to widely recognise that work and operating models
must be made more environmentally efficient in all fields.

The challenges of sustainable development in the workplace
require competence from all employees. However, in differ-
ent professions and fields, the perspectives and competences
of sustainable development are different. For example, com-
petence in environmental and financial sustainability in-
cludes material-saving and energy-efficient work methods,
the use of environmentally sound raw materials and length-
ening of products’ useful lives. Meanwhile competence in so-
cial and cultural sustainability includes for example occupa-
tional safety, and the ability to encounter groups with spe-
cial needs in customer services and in the workplace. The
TaitajaPLUS competition promotes and makes evident the
equal opportunities for groups with special needs in work,
education and participation.

Sustainable Development in Vocational Education

Vocational education on its part strives to respond to the
challenge of sustainable development. Teaching in sustain-
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Sustainable development has en-
vironmental, financial and socio-
cultural dimensions.

Meanwhile, competence in so-
cial and cultural sustainability in-
cludes for example occupational
safety, and the ability to encoun-
ter groups with special needs in
customer services and in the
workplace. The TaitajaPLUS
competition promotes and makes
evident the equal opportunities for
groups with special needs in work,
education and participation.
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able development in vocational education emphasises com-
petence in the future profession and the ability to operate in
the workplace, without forgetting the roles of the consumer
and citizen. The role of vocational education in promoting
sustainable development is not only to respond to the com-
petence needs of the labour market but also actively to de-
velop the workplace by fostering sustainable work and op-
erating models.

Optimally, newly reformed curricula will include the princi-
ple of sustainable development in their competence require-
ments as a key aspect of lifelong learning, and in the profes-
sional qualifications of degrees in line with the alignments
of the field. In addition, sustainable development forms a
part of several supplementary subjects such as physics and
chemistry, health science, ethics and business operations.
Competence in sustainable development should be evaluat-
ed as a part of professional skill demonstrations. Some of
the aspects of sustainable development that are considered
in such evaluations might be:

. work process management
Optimally, newly reformed cur-

ricula will include the principle of «  mastery of work methods, tools and materials
sustainable development in their

competence requirements as a . awareness of the knowledge on which the work
key aspect of lifelong learning, is based

and in the professional qualifica-
tions of degrees in line with the
alignments of the field.

. key skills in lifelong learning

In the principles for vocational qualifications, sustainable
development as a key aspect of lifelong learning is defined
as follows:

“The students and degree scholars commit to working in
their profession to further the environmental, financial,
social and cultural principles of sustainable development.
They agree to comply with the regulations, directives and
agreements concerning sustainable development in their job
tasks.”

The significance of education in sustainable development
has been pointed out in diverse Finnish strategies and pro-
grammes. With regard to vocational education, they partic-
ularly emphasise competence in sustainable development in
one’s own field. The Ministry of Education’s Sustainable De-
velopment Task Force has produced a strategy (2006), one of
whose objectives is for sustainable development to be taken
into account even in vocational skills competitions:

“Sustainable development should be considered even in vo-
cational skills competitions, both in planning the categories
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and in implementing the competition, because the perform-
ance of top-level experts communicates and promotes work
models to future professionals.” (Finnish Ministry of Educa-
tion. Promoting Sustainable Development in Education; Im-
plementation of Baltic 21E Programme and Finnish Strate-
gy for the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development
(2005-2014).)

Sustainable Development in Vocational Skills Competi-
tions

Skills competitions can be used to promote the consider-
ation of sustainable development in vocational education.
Competitions are a good way to draw attention to compe-
tence and skill requirements in sustainable development, on
the part of event visitors, participating institutions, and the
event’s business partners alike. The competitions represent
the vanguard of professional expertise, so they are a good
way to demonstrate that top-level experts must also master
matters related to sustainable development in their fields.

Competitions also allow for the fairly abstract-seeming
concept of sustainable development to be concretised and
brought closer to teaching and competence evaluation prac-
tices in various fields. The fact that competence in sustain-
able development is one of the concrete, measurable and
assessable aspects of competence in competitions helps to
promote the wider inclusion of sustainable development in
teaching and professional skills demonstrations.

The Espoo Taitaja competition in 2008 was pioneering in
that it was the first to systematically account for sustaina-
ble development perspectives in a professional skills com-
petition. The category coordinators received training on the
subject, and professional competence in sustainable devel-
opment was assessed in every category. In many categories,
the perspectives were also taken into account in the imple-
mentation of the competition tasks. Viewpoints on sustain-
able development and the related competence evaluations
were included in the descriptions of the categories displayed
at the site; the purpose of this was to bring the issue to the
attention of the event’s audience.

It was by no means a question of a single-event project, but
rather a process of continuous improvement. Professional
competence in sustainable development was evaluated at the
Vaasa Taitaja 2009 competition, and it will also be included
in coming competitions.

Competitions are a good way to
draw attention to competence
and skill requirements in sustain-
able development, on the part of
event visitors, participating insti-
tutions and the event’s business
partners alike.
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Accounting for Sustainable Development in Category
Implementation

The perspectives of sustainable development can and should
be taken into account in the organisation of the event’s cate-
gories. Although our vocational skills competitions are short
in duration, any event organisation has a number of envi-
ronmental and other effects, for instance in the form of pur-
chases, transports, catering services, temporary construc-
tions and waste. It is essential take sustainable development
into account in planning each category and the event as a
whole.

The category coordinators play a key role in fulfilling and
promoting sustainable development at our vocational skills
competitions. They are largely responsible for planning the
competition tasks and their evaluation, and for designing
the competition sites. A Sustainable Development Handbook
and checklist have been drawn up to assist the category co-
ordinators in their work, including examples of sustainable
development considerations in competition tasks and cate-
gories.
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