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Foreword

The book 'Towards Vocational Top Expertise' brings you information about 
top expertise that draws on research, practical development efforts and ex-
periences in education and training. The book is a whole that extends from 
the theoretical level to everyday work in educational institutions and work-
places.

While the articles mostly discuss promoting top expertise as part of vo-
cational education and training and vocational skills coaching, the issues 
it covers are also highly relevant to knowledge management at workplac-
es. The principles of all instruction and supervisory work also apply to the 
coaching of top experts: keeping pace with professional growth, helping peo-
ple discover their personal resources, giving timely feedback, and providing 
support when resilience is called for.

Finland is well-known for its success in comparisons of competence. The ar-
ticles give visibility to the Finnish approach to vocational top expertise, the 
guiding principle of which is that trying your best is possible for everyone 
pursuing vocational studies.

The book is intended for a diverse readership at home and abroad. World-
Skills competitions are the most inclusive international meeting place for 
young professionals and their support teams. At these competitions, you 
can make new friends and have fun – all the while raising the profile of vo-
cational education and training. Research in top expertise conducted in this 
context is the theoretical frame of reference the articles in this book have 
in common.

The authors are experts and instructors in the themes of top expertise. I 
would like to thank the authors for their high-quality inputs and for shar-
ing their expertise. Writing about your own work also helps you to identi-
fy targets for development in your own competence, and as a result, it helps 
you to improve in your work. 
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The foundation of education provided by universities of applied sciences is re-
search-based knowledge. Such knowledge is not plentiful in the area of coach-
ing top expertise. Top experts are highly sought after as specialists in many 
roles, and as such are very busy. Top expertise is often reached following an 
individual path, and each vocation has its own special features. For this rea-
son, publishing research-based and generalised information is a challenge. 
This is a feat that we have now accomplished, however, for which I would like 
to extend my warmest thanks to all the authors, these heralds of top expertise.

This book is the product of cooperation between professional teacher educa-
tion at HAMK University of Applied Sciences and a number of development 
and research projects. I would also like to thank all actors who participated in 
the projects for your good cooperation and your willingness to combine your 
resources for a shared goal. 

Our Professional Teacher Education Unit has a special relationship with top 
expertise. It is one of our priority areas, and for more than five years now, 
HAMK Skills Trainers´ Academy has been operating in connection with the 
unit, mainly on Ministry of Education and Culture funding. 

Over the years, the steering group of the Academy has bonded into a special-
ist panel on vocational top expertise, the inspiring approach and high work 
ethics of which showcase top expertise at its best.

I extend my thanks to the Academy's steering group for its support and en-
couragement. In particular, I would like to thank Counsellor of Education 
Seija Rasku, a representative of the Ministry of Education and Culture and 
the executive committee chairman of Skills Finland as our funding provider, 
who has supported Finnish vocational skills coaching and competition activ-
ities in a versatile manner and always lent her in-depth expertise to our work.

Hämeenlinna, 23 April 2013 

Seija Mahlamäki-Kultanen 
Director 
HAMK Professional Teacher Education Unit 
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I  
Recognising and supporting potential 

top expertise (individual level)
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Recognizing and supporting a student's special 
strengths

Päivi Pynnönen & Anu Raudasoja

Debate on teaching talented students often sparks strong emotions in Fin-
land. Our educational system is underpinned by strong values of fairness, 
equality and protecting the weak. These values also invoke the arguments 
used to justify the provision of special instruction for talented students with 
special strengths. Equality means taking the special needs of all students 
into consideration in the teaching, including the needs of talented students 
as well (Uusikylä, 2008; Tirri, 2011).

Talent has been defined and understood differently in various eras and so-
cieties. In the early 20th century, talent was commonly considered synony-
mous with intelligence, which was measured by intelligence tests. The intel-
ligence that such tests measure, however, mainly shows the individual’s lev-
el of intelligence in terms of verbal or logical thinking. Today, intelligence 
is seen as something more multi-dimensional. The best known multi-di-
mensional model of intelligence is the one developed by Howard Gardner 
(1993). Gardner defines intelligence as "the capacity to solve problems that 
are valued in one or more cultural settings. When individual characteristics 
and cultural expectations meet, the individual is said to have special intel-
ligence." Gardner's model comprises eight areas of intelligence. Linguistic/
verbal intelligence is sensitivity to spoken and written language, an ability 
to learn languages, and the ability to use a language. 

Logical/mathematical intelligence is an ability to analyse problems logical-
ly and to perform mathematical operations. Musical intelligence comprises 
skills in performing and composing music. Bodily-kinesthetic intelligence 
is an ability to use your whole body, or excellence in fine motor skills. Spa-
tial intelligence is an ability to recognize and perceive patterns or regulari-
ties in a space or a defined area. Naturalist intelligence is an ability to rec-
ognize and classify natural objects, such as plants and animals, and to enjoy 
the beauty of nature and activity in a natural setting. Interpersonal intelli-
gence is an ability to understand the intentions, motives and desires of oth-
ers and to work well together with others. Intrapersonal intelligence, on the 
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other hand, is an ability to understand oneself and to regulate one's emotions 
and ways of acting (cf. Uusikylä 1994; Mäkelä, 2009; Tirri, 2013).

Based on Gardner's model, Tirri and Nokelainen (2011) have developed a 
gauge for self-assessment of intelligence, and based on their research results, 
a learner's idea of his or her own intelligence is an important factor that in-
fluences learning. Each one of us is born with our own, unique genetic inher-
itance that underpins our intelligence. Intelligence can be visible in one or 
more areas, or it can be latent. Developing intelligence into a special talent re-
quires practice and effort. The talents individuals choose to develop and the 
way in which they develop them depend on the individual's interests, home 
background, schooling, and the values and expectations of society and culture 
surrounding them. When cultural expectations and valuations and an indi-
vidual's capabilities meet, the talent is seen as useful. In Finland, a talented 
surfer is unlikely to have equal possibilities of developing his talent and feel-
ing useful and appreciated as a talented ice-hockey player (cf. Uusikylä, 1994; 
Mäkelä, 2009; Tirri & Nokelainen, 2011). 

In vocational education and training, an effort is made to recognize the stu-
dents' intelligence and special vocational strengths in order to develop any in-
dividual potential into vocational top expertise through study and practice. 
The definition of top expertise is also linked to the values of society, to cul-
tural factors and to vocational fields. According to studies of vocational skills 
competition, "a vocational top expert is a person who, in addition to having 
vocation-specific skills that have advanced to an autonomous level, has nat-
ural talent and is exposed to favourable environmental factors and driven 
by a desire for sustained participation in goal-oriented and guided coaching. 
This coaching develops the optimal exploitation of mental resources through 
knowing and controlling intrapersonal characteristics” (Nokelainen, 2010). 

Recognizing special strengths

Educational institutions strive to recognize and cater to the needs of different 
learners. Recognizing each student's strengths as a learner is vital, as learn-
ing cannot be based on weaknesses, only on strengths. The purpose of teach-
ing talented students is to give instruction that corresponds with their capa-
bilities and development needs, so that the student's talent potential can be 
brought into play and underachievement avoided. The student's holistic devel-
opment must be addressed in all teaching. In addition to knowledge and skills, 
it is important to consider the student's social, ethical and emotional develop-
ment. In many countries, the goal of recognizing talented students is to iso-
late them in their own institutions, classes or special programmes. In Fin-
land, the purpose of recognizing such students is to ensure that their needs 
can be optimally catered for and supported in mainstream education. An ef-
fort is made to put the required support measures in place for talented stu-
dents so that there would be no need for differentiated teaching in separate 
classes or institutions and that all students would learn to work together and 
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appreciate their differences as a resource. When planning the teaching we 
should remember that a student may be talented in a single or multiple are-
as, but very few are talented in everything. The student may simultaneous-
ly be highly talented in one area and extremely weak in another. Each stu-
dent has his or her personal talent profile, and these profiles can be a very 
uneven mix. For example, a student may be highly talented in mathematics, 
while reading and writing may continuously be a great challenge to his or 
her learning. A talented student may also display learning difficulties or be-
havioural problems (Mäkelä, 2009; Laine, 2010).

Based on Carol Dweck's theory (2006), intelligence can be approached with 
two different mindsets that influence our motivation for learning. These 
can be described as a fixed mindset and a growth mindset. People with a 
fixed mindset believe that traits related to intelligence are based on inborn 
or permanent characteristics. According to them, only those lacking talent 
need to practice. If you are good at mathematics, for example, you have no 
need to practice arithmetic. Failing is a sign of inability and lack of talent in 
some area. As mistakes are a sign of stupidity and inferiority, a failure often 
makes the student feel shame, and failing may incapacitate him or her from 
making an effort in his or her studies (Tirri, 2013).

For people with a growth mindset, success and a person's characteristics are 
the result of practice and work, in which case failing is an elemental part of 
progress and learning. Instead of shame, failing may give rise to a wish to 
try again, because after having made a mistake, one would now know how 
to correct it or do better next time. Teachers should guide their students to-
wards seeing themselves and their fellow students as developing individu-
als, not persons doomed to the characteristics of a certain type or level of in-
telligence. By his or her feedback, a teacher may inadvertently reinforce the 
student's idea of fixed or changing characteristics, or support the idea of the 
importance of study and practice in developing talent. The teachers' mind-
sets and feedback influence the students' ideas of their own possibilities of 
developing their personal competence potential. All learners should be of-
fered the possibility of individual learning and growth. Teachers play a key 
role in creating these opportunities (Dweck, 2006; Tirri, 2013). 

To recognize the special strengths of the students, it is a good idea to ob-
serve both those whose talent is already visible and those who have poten-
tial. The aim here is seeking talent that remains latent. An individual test, 
subject or learning situation does not directly give an accurate overall idea 
of a student's knowledge and skills. The teacher should create opportunities 
for students to demonstrate their talent. According to Mäkelä (2009), talent-
ed students can be optimally recognized at an educational institution when:

1.	 You combine different types of information about the students, in-
cluding information about their cognitive knowledge and skills, vo-
cational knowledge and skills, creativity and motivation, and descrip-
tions of their learning and behaviour.

Recognizing and supporting a student's special strengths
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2.	 You combine several sources of information, including the outcome of 
an initial interview, points scored in tests or examinations, grades, and 
the opinions of the student, a group supervisor, a special needs teach-
er, parents, work supervisors, classmates, etc.

3.	 When you create possibilities for recognizing talent in a number of 
different locations and at different times in various classes, projects, 
on-the-job learning, vocational skills competitions, summer jobs, hob-
bies, etc.

Karppi's master's thesis (2012) indicates that professional teacher students 
find the teaching of talented students a very positive prospect. Talented stu-
dents, as all other students, need consideration and instruction that matches 
their skills and needs. It is easy to recognize talent among other students, but 
a lack of resources and the emphasis the Finnish educational system places 
on teaching the weaker students set limits to practical implementation. The 
results also show that the ideas of talent and special teaching for the talent-
ed as a source of inequality are giving way to a mentality geared towards spe-
cial teaching that highlights making use of the students' maximum potential 
through teaching. In the study, student teachers explained that they can take 
a talented student into consideration in their teaching through such methods 
as extended and adapted on-the-job learning, various group divisions and ad-
aptation of assignments. 

Supporting special strengths

Under the Finnish Constitution, everyone shall be guaranteed equal opportu-
nity to receive educational services in accordance with their ability and spe-
cial needs, without being prevented by economic hardship (Section 16 of the 
Constitution 731/1999). The Basic Education Act further states that education 
shall be provided according to the pupil's age and capabilities (Section 3 of the 
Basic Education Act 628/1998). It is also part of the underlying values of ba-
sic education to cater to different learners in the teaching. The aim of general 
upper secondary education is to support young people's capacity for develop-
ing themselves during their lifetime (Section 2 of the general upper second-
ary schools act (lukiolaki) 629/1998). In vocational education and training, 
the students' skills must be assessed at the very beginning of their studies. A 
personal study plan is drawn up for all students, in which the student's skills 
and their standard should be established in order to recognize the student's 
strengths and to facilitate the accreditation of prior learning. The recognition 
of learning lays the foundation for setting the student's personal goals and for 
determining the type of guidance and support that will be required (Section 
10.1 of Decree 603/ 2005). The education provider shall inform the students 
of the types of evidence and documents they must produce for the recogni-
tion and accreditation of learning and of the dates by which they should apply 
for such recognition and accreditation (Section 3, Decree 603/2005). To rec-
ognize skills, an assessment discussion takes place between the student and 
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the teacher(s). Different assessment techniques must be developed to recog-
nize skills with the aim of avoiding overlapping studies and shortening the 
study time. If the recognition of learning shows that the learning outcomes 
of a certain module, or some of the outcomes, have been achieved, accredita-
tion of learning can take place. The accreditation is recorded in the personal 
study plan (Section 30 of Act 601/2005, Section 12a of Decree 603/ 2005). 

Learning environments at educational institutions should make it possible 
to recognize and support the students' special strengths. For that purpose, 
the content of the instruction provided at the institution should be of high 
quality, and the learning environments and methods it offers should be ver-
satile. If the educational institution's expectations concerning the students' 
standards of learning are too low, this might lead to a situation where none 
of the students perform to a high standard. The institution should thus of-
fer its students alternatives for learning that present different types of chal-
lenges, including the possibility of taking part in vocational skills or cultur-
al competitions (Perho, 2010). According to studies, competitions are an im-
portant element that inspires and enhances the motivation of the more tal-
ented students in particular – whether we are talking about academic skills, 
such as mathematics (Tirri & Nokelainen, 2011) or manual vocational skills 
(Nokelainen, Korpelainen and Ruohotie, 2009). 

The document Education and Research 2011–2016, a development plan, 
states that vocational qualifications should be more flexible to make it pos-
sible to make individual choices and to study for qualifications one mod-
ule at a time when appropriate in terms of the world of work and individu-
al needs. Work-centred study methods and alternative study models should 
be used in vocational education and training, for example by combining 
different forms of vocational education and training. In addition, proce-
dures should be developed for lowering the threshold to participation in ap-
prenticeship training. Contractual cooperation between vocational institu-
tions and youth workshops will be increased to enable vocational students 
to study in a workshop or in some other alternative learning environment 
and by creating multi-employer apprenticeship training.

Key concepts in teaching the talented include individualisation and differ-
entiation of instruction. These refer to special teaching arrangements by 
which the teacher proactively adapts the outcomes, content, learning envi-
ronments, and methods of teaching to respond to the student's individual 
needs, striving to create the best learning possibilities for each student. Spe-
cial arrangements for the talented can be divided into organisational and 
content-related differentiation. Organisational differentiation includes ac-
celerating the progress of teaching and grouping it so that it is suitable for 
different students. Content-related differentiation solutions, on the other 
hand, include teaching enrichment and solutions that complement teach-
ing. The goal of enrichment is that in one way or another, the student's per-
sonal study plan is made more extensive than it would normally be. In voca-
tional education and training, for example, the students can complete per-

Recognizing and supporting a student's special strengths
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sonal projects or study abroad. They may be oriented towards entrepreneur-
ship or pursue their studies as extended on-the-job learning where various 
tasks are pedagogised. Student may also take combined studies that are ex-
tended outside vocational studies in their vocational field to include gener-
al upper secondary and/or vocational upper secondary studies in a different 
field. Talented and skilled students are often also used as assistant teachers in 
class at educational institutions. It should be noted, however, that using stu-
dents as assistant teachers undermines their possibilities of being assigned 
tasks that correspond to their learning potential. This method may deprive 
a more talented student of challenges in studying. Differentiation and indi-
vidualisation should take the form of different tasks and work, rather than 
continuously assigning the student more of the same work (cf. Mäkelä, 2009; 
Laine, 2010; Perho, 2010) 

In order to individualise learning processes, the teacher needs a didactic men-
tality and functional ability with a large scope. Responding teachers in stud-
ies of top expertise felt that the role of teachers at vocational educational in-
stitutions is crucial in attracting interest in the relevant vocational field and 
vocational skills competitions. The vocational skills competition coach also 
plays an important part for a young person who is developing his or her vo-
cational skills to reach the top level. Internal goal orientation (interest in the 
contents of a vocational field) is more important than external goal orien-
tation (interest in demonstrating one's vocation-specific skills to others) in 
developing an interest in a vocational field. It is also more important after 
coaching as the student's vocational skills develop. External goal orientation 
is more important than internal goal orientation during the preparation pe-
riod (Nokelainen, Korpelainen and Ruohotie, 2009). The aim of vocational 
skills coaching is to find efficient means for developing vocational skills until 
they reach the top level. Vocational skills coaching helps to develop models 
for top expertise and encourages all those taking part in coaching in continu-
ous self-development and creation of innovative working methods. Coaching 
draws on various forms of on-the-job learning and the available resources to 
improve the capabilities of the young person being coached for doing well in 
a demanding vocational skills competition and later in working life (cf. Talik-
ka & Henriksson, 2011). 

According to Numminen (2005), self-efficacy in a student refers to an individ-
ual's idea of his or her own ability to cope with a certain task in a certain sit-
uation. For example, his or her ideas of self-efficacy influence the orientation 
a student chooses for his or her studies, the student’s dedication to the stud-
ies, to what extent he or she keeps on trying after a failure, or how persistent 
he or she is when faced with adversity. Ideas of self-efficacy develop gradual-
ly in various situations where the students interact with their surroundings. 
They are influenced by the students' personal experiences of success and fail-
ure, and also by their observations and by comparisons made between their 
performances and those of others. Feedback from persons who are important 
to the individual, such as teachers, also has an impact on these beliefs. The 
walls and equipment of an educational institution are of secondary impor-
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tance in proportion to the human interaction and social support for learn-
ing. According to Uusikylä (2012), a teacher always needs the "three c's" in 
his or her work: creativity, courage, and caring (freely interpreted: genuine 
pedagogical love). If learning takes place in a motivating and encouraging 
atmosphere where the student feels appreciated, this contributes to enabling 
the development of the student's talent into a capability and special talent, 
which in the professional world are demonstrated as the competent action 
and excellent working skills that comprise top expertise. 
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Individual study paths in upper secondary 
vocational education and training

Anu Raudasoja & Päivi Pynnönen

The purpose of individual study paths is to ensure that the student can com-
plete a vocational qualification in a manner that takes into consideration 
his or her individual needs, areas of emphasis and learning methods. The 
construction of individual study paths has presented vocational institutions 
with the challenge of developing not only the curricula but also the way the 
studies are organised and completed. On-the-job learning, vocational skills 
demonstrations and linking studies to workplace needs have necessitated a 
reform of vocational education and training and increased cooperation with 
business and industry. 

A study commissioned by the Finnish National Board of Education shows 
that education providers offer students various alternatives for putting to-
gether individual study paths. These study paths make it possible for the 
students to take general upper secondary studies or a second upper second-
ary vocational qualification. Not all students aim for a second qualification, 
but they can emphasise their competence by means of extended on-the-job 
learning by completing a module from another qualification or by expand-
ing their qualification to comprise more than 120 credits. The students may 
also include periods of study and on-the-job learning abroad in their qual-
ification. The students may shorten their study time by recognition of prior 
learning and by completing some of their studies as e-learning in their free 
time. A part of the qualification may also be taken as a competence-based 
qualification or through apprenticeship training (Hievanen et al., 2013, 46).

The role of career guidance in constructing individual study paths

In adapting Eskola (2010, 8), career guidance means supporting students 
in developing their abilities at various stages of their education by means of 
guidance. The career guidance model provides the teacher and the student 
with a concrete and systematic model for the kind of issues that should be 
addressed in career guidance. Good career guidance begins even before the 
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student moves on to professional studies, but it can also begin as soon as the 
student starts at the vocational institution. It is important to make it clear 
for the student from the very start that the aim of the studies is the world of 
work and employment or, alternatively, further studies, which are supported 
by means of career guidance.

Through teaching and guidance, teachers should be able to cater to different 
students and their individual strengths (Koistinen, 2010, 265). In order to ad-
dress the individual needs of students, a teacher needs to be able to assess the 
student pedagogically by observing his or her actions and by means of per-
sonal guidance discussions. To develop his or her skills, the student needs 
the right kind of support and adequate practical training. For the student, a 
supportive learning environment and systematic guidance play a key role in 
study success. The aim of study counselling is to support young people in their 
choices and to give them guidance that enables them to reach their goals in a 
self-directive manner (Koistinen, 2010, 2).
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FIGURE 1.	 Adapted from Kärnä and Raudasoja's career guidance model (2010, 81) 

At the centre of the career guidance model is the personal study plan discus-
sion with the student. In the first discussion, the student is introduced to the 
curriculum and the choices it offers, and his or her strengths and interests 
are mapped as a foundation on which the teaching will be built. As the studies 
progress, the career guidance plan is regularly complemented, for example as 
regards on-the-job learning and optional studies. A vital part of the guidance 
is that the teacher imparts to the student adequate competence and skills for 
finding a summer job or weekend work, which may also be recognized and ac-
credited as part of the studies. The career guidance model stresses the teach-
er's guidance competence and knowledge of the core curriculum. 
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FIGURE 2.	 Possible ways of emphasising the studies offered by an individual career path

The national core curriculum gives the students extensive possibilities for 
constructing individual study paths and thus developing top expertise. The 
students can emphasise their studies through upper secondary vocation-
al qualification modules, modules that complement vocational skills, or op-
tional studies, making use of an educational offer of their own or from an-
other educational institution and extended on-the-job learning.

Some educational institutions have planned study paths for their students 
with a ready-made emphasis, which the students can choose once they have 
secured a place in the institution. The following are examples of study paths 
with an emphasis:

33 Taitaja path for those preparing for vocational skills competitions

33 Multi-skilled path for those taking two upper secondary vocation-
al qualifications
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33 On-the-job learning path for those progressing rapidly

33 A path for those interested in entrepreneurship

33 A path for those interested in internationalisation and language 
studies

33 A path for those aiming for studies at a university of applied science.

There are plenty of options and models for creating study paths. From the stu-
dent's perspective, it is important that he or she is introduced to various al-
ternative models and content-related solutions, based on which he or she can 
start plotting out his or her personal path. 

Making individual study paths possible by pedagogisation

Pedagogisation offers one alternative for constructing an individual, work-
based study path for a student in cooperation with employers. According to 
Lasonen, pedagogisation means developing the workplaces to make goal-ori-
ented and conscious learning by working and getting feedback on the work 
possible (Lasonen, 2001, 30).

To assist the planning of pedagogisation, a curriculum-based planning tool 
for producing and accumulating learning (OSSU) can be used. The national 
core curricula for upper secondary vocational qualifications are itemised in 
tables to show the required skills by module. The itemised curricula support 
the planning, follow-up and evaluation of workplace-oriented teaching. The 
itemised curriculum makes skills visible and their recognition and accredita-
tion possible. (http://www.mastohjaus.fi/pajatoiminta.html). The OSSU plan-
ning tools were originally designed in the MAST project for workshop stud-
ies, but they also perform excellently in supporting the planning of on-the-job 
learning and preparation of personal study plans.

TABLE 1.	 An example of itemisation for the vocational qualification for a vehicle mechanic

Servicing a car or a motorbike

Required skills

Servicing a car or a motorbike is part 
of the compulsory vocational studies 
of a Vehicle Mechanic and a Small 
Machinery Mechanic. The extent of 
the related competence package in 
the study programme is 30 credits.

Assessment
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Upper secondary vocational qualification level skills in servicing a car or a motorbike consist 
of the following areas of competence:

I am 
familiar 
with

Is familiar 
with

I have 
achieved 
the goalst

Has 
achieved 
the goals 
(levels 
1 – 3)

Ready for 
a demon-
stration 
(person-
al assess-
ment)

Ready for 
a demon-
stration 
(supervi-
sor's as-
sessment)

Washing and wax-
ing a car or a mo-
torbike and check-
ing for any damage 
in the chassis. 

Recognizing 
deficiencies in 
anti-corrosion pro-
tection that come 
up in connection 
with the service, 
skills in advising 
the customer on 
further steps.

Completing an 
overhaul of a car or 
a motorbike.

Completing a 
scheduled 
maintenance of a 
car or a motorbike 
following the man-
ufacturer's service 
programme.

Replacement of 
distributor head 
service parts.

Replacement of 
break service parts.

...requirements 
continue
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Implementation model for pedagogisation adapted from Merikoski (2012):

1.	 Workplace learning environment analysis

-- Pedagogisation starts with drawing up a learning en-
vironment analysis of the workplace, where notes are 
made of the work carried out, the equipment and the en-
vironment at the workplace. The results of the learning 
environment analysis are compared to the OSSU plan-
ning tool contents and outcomes. The comparison re-
veals which parts of the curriculum can be implement-
ed and what skills the student will learn at the workplace 
in question.

2.	 Preparing a plan for building up skills and coaching as part of the per-
sonal study plan

-- The need to build up vocational skills is established us-
ing the OSSU planning tool

-- The student, the workplace supervisor and the teacher 
jointly record the skills to be learnt in the student's per-
sonal study plan following the study plan aims.

3.	 Intermediate assessment and guidance discussion

-- Based on the learning outcomes aimed for, the student, 
the workplace supervisor, and the teacher record the ob-
jectives achieved and any modifications needed, and the 
activities continue on this basis.

4.	 Final assessment

-- The student, the workplace supervisor, and the teacher 
assess the achievement of learning outcomes and record 
the skills the student has learnt as recognized compe-
tence.

This adaptation of the pedagogisation implementation model was prepared 
in a project titled Erityisen hyvää oppia (Particularly Good Learning). It was 
developed for students, teachers and workplace supervisors to support work-
based and on-the-job learning. It can also be used to pedagogise workplace-
oriented projects and in preparation for vocational skills competitions. Ped-
agogisation using OSSU tools is one model for planning and implementing 
work-based teaching. 
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Professional growth as part of preparation 
for top expertise

Tia Isokorpi

Background

Achieving top expertise requires goal-oriented and long-term preparation. 
This article describes the "frame of reference" that makes personal profes-
sional growth and examining one's development possible. This is the frame 
of reference I use for the conscious and systematic guidance of teachers' pro-
fessional growth. It can be applied in any vocational field in the education 
and training of both young people and adults. 

By top expertise, I mean the extent to which each one of us can exploit our 
talents and potential. In a wider sense, professional growth is about how stu-
dents learn, even after finishing their education and training, to develop fur-
ther in their fields and careers and to be successful in their lives. Vocational 
education often does not offer the kind of guidance and counselling that in-
structs students in holistic and long-term preparation for their careers. An 
approach that enables students' professional growth and uncovers and de-
velops their potential is lacking in pedagogy. 

The objective of pedagogy that promotes top expertise and professional 
growth is that the student grows professionally, feels well and is empow-
ered during and as a result of the education and training. Experiences of 
well-being and empowerment are a must for anyone wishing to become a 
top expert. In the course of my guidance and counselling activities, the stu-
dents' experiences of empowerment have emerged as if by accident, and for 
this reason I wanted to have a closer a look at how the students are empow-
ered during their studies. I also strive for imparting to the students a capac-
ity of successfully maintaining and developing these skills throughout their 
working careers and lives. 

Pedagogy that promotes top expertise and professional growth creates con-
ditions where learning is optimal and holistically touches on the cognitive, 
emotional and behavioural levels of the student and the teacher. The focus 
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of pedagogy is on the student's skills, abilities and resources – in other words, 
on strengths – not on weaknesses. Learning takes place through what is pos-
itive and meaningful. We should aim for more of that which feels good, which 
brings joy and pleasure. 

This type of learning makes it possible to attain the highest level of vocation-
al competence and, at the same time, ensure your personal well-being. Stu-
dents are coached to become aware of their own actions, to increase their 
sense of being in control of themselves, their studies and life in general. The 
aims also include developing vocational competence and professional growth 
so that students are able to set positive targets for themselves and to find the 
existing resources in themselves in order to use their capabilities and to ful-
fil their needs. 

Revealing inner motivation

Professional growth and development are to a great extent about develop-
ing your mental traits, about willingness to continuously develop your ac-
tions. This mental preparation applies to both students and teachers. Teach-
ers must consider and reflect upon the same traits in themselves that they 
are guiding and coaching in their students. The teacher "lives through", or 
internalises, the contents of guidance provided by him or her. Profession-
al growth supports the psychological and personality development of both 
the students and the teacher. For the teacher, guiding professional growth is 
a shared journey. It also involves a personal growth process for the teacher. 
Each student "teaches" the teacher. Professional growth is about examining 
yourself as a person, a teacher and a counsellor, and maybe also as a vocation-
al skills coach. The growth process brings increased self-knowledge, enhanc-
es your personal strengths and, above all, gives you courage to face any chal-
lenges to your personal growth. This will also help the teacher in encounter-
ing the students better.

Reinforcing student's autonomy

Professional growth cannot take place by an order of the teacher. As a natu-
ral consequence of giving up the issuing of orders, the student's feelings and 
exercise of autonomy are reinforced. The teacher needs to place limits by his 
or her actions, while leaving students the space to assume responsibility for 
their own studies and actions as well as for what they say and what they feel. 
Autonomy can only be born of sufficient freedom. A group will be helpful in 
developing autonomy. I draw on procedural, interactive and functional meth-
ods as well as the intensive use of learning journals in groups. These meth-
ods help students in assuming responsibility for their own learning and pro-
fessional growth. 
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In order to be responsible for their own growth, students must be able to 
personalise the contents to be studied, or in other words, examine them 
from the perspective of the self. Professional growth is about learning from 
your experience. A requirement for experiential learning, and learning in 
general, is the triggering of self-reflection. Without self-reflection, no con-
scious personal change or development can be expected. During self-reflec-
tion, introspection and digesting information increase a student's under-
standing of his or her personal experience and its significance. Self-reflec-
tion is also about making conscious that which is unconscious. Valuing your 
experiences, achievements and progress is a basic condition for success in 
all learning. In a teacher's work, this means methods where the students get 

"in touch" with themselves.

Pausing to learn

Professional growth is a step-by-step process. It would be good if studies did 
not contain separate assignments or “attainments” to be completed. During 
the studies, students learn to focus on the essential – on what is meaning-
ful to the self. More tranquil periods are also needed during studies to al-
low students an opportunity for deeper learning. Keeping a learning jour-
nal helps students understand issues that they may not have realized and 
perceived yet during contact teaching. Writing makes learning more effec-
tive. The students themselves have noted that whereas ordinary assign-
ments would be completed in a more lackadaisical manner, the journal is 
a more in-depth method of work. It is important for the studies to contain 
themes that students can apply in their work and lives, even at a later date. 
For many students, this way of learning has brought about a change in the 
way they live. The students have noted that previously, they just got on with 
their studies. Now they have had to pause. In this way of studying, you have 
to encounter not only yourself but also others.

Development programme for empowerment

In this article, I am applying the outcomes and principles resulting from a 
project titled Guiding an Adult Learner at a University of Applied Sciences. 
The development programme for personal and vocational identity empow-
erment was created to support professional growth as a result of a two-year 
national cooperation project of teachers at universities of applied scienc-
es (Isokorpi, 2009; Isokorpi, Kokko & Hämäläinen, 2009; Nuutinen, 2009; 
Saari, 2009). Studies have established that the methods devised in the pro-
gramme to develop empowerment can help support your professional iden-
tity at a workplace where you are faced with the challenges of rush, continu-
ously increasing requirements, competition, changing work and profession-
al structures, and the objectives of self-regulation and innovation. In this 
development programme, empowerment is understood as an experience of 
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inner power, increased self-confidence, and mastering of social skills. All of 
these are also important elements of top expertise. 

It is a good idea to use the group in teaching and guidance. Adults learn well 
in groups, and so do young people. A well-functioning group creates a com-
munal spirit, communality, and also empowers its members. A trusting and 
accepting atmosphere contributes to generating and keeping up the motiva-
tion to study. The group acts both as a support and a mirror for students for 
planning and implementing their studies and for their professional growth. 
The aim of the group process in preparation for top expertise in vocational 
education can, for example, be that the students produce and examine stories 
about their studies, future jobs and possible competition activities. What they 
look at is their self, their relationship with work and vocational skills competi-
tions, their relationship with the student group, the group's relationship with 
the self and the views of being a student and undergoing coaching. The teach-
ers consider themselves and their relationship with their job and the coach-
ing of competitors. The teachers also examine their relationship with the stu-
dent group and the group's relationship with itself. 

A personal and vocational identity manifests itself as dynamic, lifelong 
growth. Each one of us has a personal development story that is unique and 
individual. The process of professional growth lasts throughout the studies. 
The professional growth model has four stages on which the students focus 
one at a time. 

1. The ME stage

The first stage of professional growth is the ME stage. The objective 
of the ME stage is that the student becomes "engaged" in the learning 
process. It also helps the student to become motivated and committed 
to studying. For example, this can take place by the student becom-
ing conscious of and understanding more deeply the life course and 

"paths" through which he or she has come to the studies. The ME stage 
deals with issues related to the student's self-knowledge and discover-
ing his or her competence. The highest level of professional growth for 
each one of us is that we can uncover our potential and feel well at the 
same time. To achieve this, for example in the form of concrete every-
day actions, students must be challenged to think, to set themselves 
goals, and to assume responsibility for what they do. These operating 
methods demonstrate belief and trust in the students. Trust in teach-
ing and promoting growth means that students are allowed to solve 
their own problems and to learn to use their imagination without im-
mediately being offered ready-made answers. This happens in the case 
of each student. The group may comprise students who are at very dif-
ferent levels. Each one progresses in line with their personal objec-
tives. The students can use each other as models for learning, which 
promotes their personal learning. This type of pedagogy guides stu-
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dents in self-knowledge, it boosts their self-confidence and improves 
problem-solving skills. It enhances their ability to take on challenges. 

During the ME stage, students become aware of the types of learning 
strategies that help them learn and become aware of how they learn. 
At this stage, the students should give up their old roles as learners 
and find inner peace to pursue their studies. Preliminary contempla-
tion of your own professional frame of reference and requirements is 
also part of the ME stage. Student teachers, for example, consider the 
ideas of humans, learning and knowledge on which their own work 
as teachers is based. What could this mean for a student in your own 
field? The ME stage also includes issues related to starting a group. 
The students' ability to act in a group advances and expands during 
the process, and at the next stage of professional growth, or the YOU 
stage, the focus will be on what the students learn about themselves 
in a group. What can you learn in a group that you would not learn 
by acting alone?

2. The YOU stage

The YOU stage consists of learning from others in the study group, 
accepting others, and accepting and valuing diversity. A precondition 
for getting a group to function well is fostering a trusting relationship 
between group members. Thus, the objective of the second stage of 
professional growth, the YOU stage, is that the students are able to 
act in a peer group, trusting themselves and others. During the YOU 
stage, they consider the establishment of a relationship of trust and 
working in pairs and small groups. They focus on consciously shar-
ing and drawing on competence and giving and receiving feedback. 
A learning culture that consciously makes use of the group and the 
competence of the group members fosters creativity, enriches inter-
action and promotes well-being. A learning culture of this type also 
makes it possible for each student to fulfil his or her personal po-
tential to the full. The teacher has an important role in helping the 
student to get "turned on" to the studies. For example, this can be 
achieved by highlighting the student's strengths and successes. Once 
the student's inner motivation to study has been sparked, the next 
step in the process is that the student assumes responsibility for his 
or her learning process while supporting other group members in 
finding their enthusiasm for studying. Enthusiasm increases enthu-
siasm, and it promotes creativity and helps to overcome obstacles. 

All this is based on mutual trust. Trust is also about an ability to live 
together, about being able to put yourself in the other's shoes and to 
care for him or her. The most basic human need is to feel that you 
are accepted just as you are, or in other words, valuable in yourself. 
This boosts a healthy self-confidence. In my opinion, boosting self-
confidence also means enhancing trust. People with a healthy self-
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confidence are capable of enriching interactions with each other, and 
they have the courage to discover their own creative way of meaning-
ful action. 

As regards to preparation for top expertise, a group of this type may 
be a study group, a group taking part in a vocational skills competi-
tion, or a national team. Reinforcing mutual trust between the stu-
dents is crucial. Trusting others no longer happens automatically; it 
must be practised. A requirement for this is that the teacher believes 
in and trusts the student.

3. The US stage

The purpose of the US stage is to extend the interaction and self-
knowledge skills learnt in the previous stages outside the student's 
own study group. I feel confident in saying that during the first two 
stages, the group members learn highly constructive ways of interact-
ing with their own group. Now it is time for them to apply these skills 
outside their own group. For student teachers, this means that the stu-
dents reflect on what they are like in their work communities. Can they 
be what they would like to be, or are external demands and expecta-
tions placed on them? Even if there were conflicts and tensions in the 
work community, the students themselves can strive to act construc-
tively based on what they have learnt in the ME and YOU stages. In ad-
dition, student teachers will consider what kind of teacher identities 
are being created in their work community. 

During the US stage, students also focus on developing their meta-
cognitive and self-regulation skills. These skills are an essential part 
of top expertise. Student teachers will consider what type of frames 
of reference their personal teaching and guidance work will be based 
on. They will also consider challenges related to professional ethics.

4. The THEM stage

During the THEM stage, the students consider acting in networks in 
their own field and developing such networks. They survey their own 
networks and the way they act in them. Who are they, and in what way 
are they part of their networks and their professional community? The 
students also consider the issues and challenges of developing their 
own field. The contemplation of professional ethics that began during 
the US stage goes on. As professional growth continues throughout 
our working careers, the students also consider their own needs for 
further development. It is also important for student teachers to con-
sider how they, in their own work, promote the interests of their stu-
dents (potentially customers) and how the students' (the customers') 
values are taken into account in professional work.
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Assessing professional growth

Professional growth is assessed at the end of every stage before moving on 
to the next one. The teacher will assess and discuss his or her personal pro-
fessional growth during the studies. The learning journal will be used as a 
tool not only for documenting growth but also for assessment. The students 
will write down their reflections at each stage in the learning journal, which 
is read by the teacher. The students receive feedback from the teacher, which 
makes the learning journal an interactive method. The significance of feed-
back in learning and growth is unquestionable. The issues of professional 
growth are also jointly discussed in the group at the general level, preserv-
ing the confidentiality of the students' contemplations. In the last session be-
fore the studies are concluded, the group is debriefed and the training eval-
uated. The students assess and describe what they have learnt about them-
selves during the study process. The students give their opinions about the 
time professional growth takes. They assess their learning, their actions 
and their interactions in the group, including significant relationships in 
the group and their personal experiences in the group. The students eval-
uate the actions of the group as a whole. The students also specify their fu-
ture development targets.

Outcomes of the professional growth process 

The programme for developing empowerment is highly productive. Student 
groups have been enthusiastic, active and committed to learning, both on 
contact days and in distance work. In the early parts of the process, the stu-
dents end up questioning their own prior learning. This experience triggers 
new learning. The students take active part in the studies. They are rarely 
absent from the contact days. I believe that the students are drawn to take 
part in the contact days by a well-functioning and empowering group. In 
addition, the discussions and processes are continuously linked to concrete 
everyday teaching and guidance situations. 

An open and secure atmosphere is soon created in the group. The students 
can honestly tell the others what they think and feel and how they act in 
their everyday work. I have consciously instructed them to speak in the first 
person singular. Functional and interactive guidance methods require ac-
tive, mindful and concentrated participation of the students.

The pedagogical thinking of student teachers is successfully triggered. The 
students pick up new ideas concerning teaching methods and try them out 
in practice. As the professional growth process progresses, the students 
begin to conceive teaching more and more through pedagogical methods, 
whereas before they only thought about the themes they taught (substance). 
An in-depth learning process has been triggered. 
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One of the most important student experiences was that in a group, every-
one is allowed to be an individual. This is what I have aimed for as a teacher. 
Everyone can state their views and give their opinions in a safe atmosphere. 
Interaction is open and straightforward. The group emanates caring for and 
appreciation of others. Support, help and understanding are available in the 
studies without asking. Even if the backgrounds and basic assumptions of the 
group members were widely different in their work as teachers, the greatest 
common denominator in a group is enthusiasm about the studies and moti-
vation for becoming a good and inspiring teacher. There is a feeling of soli-
darity in the group. 

In order for the group to become a community that lives together, receiving 
feedback plays a major role. When guiding students myself, I give continuous 
feedback. The motivating effect of feedback has been unquestionably prov-
en. Feedback must be concrete, and it must guide and motivate the student to 
go on. Praise and encouragement are vitally important in feedback. At best, 
feedback can be empowering for the teachers as well as the students. Feed-
back should also be something that you can go back to in the future. This is 
important in terms of professional development. 

Appreciating and respecting human diversity is part of trust. Trust does not 
come from trying but from caring. Trust is associated with being present and 
accepting people. Being authentic is part of trust. The teacher plays a key 
role in creating trust. Trust begins with first impressions and being visible. 
Trust comes from greeting others, making eye contact and saying ‘thank you’. 
Trust is transparency in intentions and character – trust in the good inten-
tions of others. 

Trust is also about how much you trust yourself. Trust is created from success. 
Trust in yourself is also reinforced by the positive attitudes, acceptance and 
support of your surroundings. Trust goes together with believing that peo-
ple are good. Those who have adequate resources and a healthy self-appreci-
ation have the ability to create a trusting atmosphere around themselves that 
makes people feel safe. In many students, pausing and opening up a path of 
development that draws on their personal resources has been internalised as 
action. Student teachers also mentioned that they would like to pause more 
to take stock of what they have experienced during their teacher studies. This 
pause for the students and the growth of their professionalism and identity as 
a teacher are also reflected by the fact that they no longer do what their col-
leagues do, but develop their own conscious and justified ways of working as 
a teacher (as autonomous pedagogues). Their professional growth continues, 
and the process progresses to a deeper level. 

Professional growth means becoming an expert in one's own field and an 
equal member of the work community who also acts to develop that commu-
nity. The students find networking highly significant in the work of a vocation-
al teacher. Student teachers said that the challenges related to being a teach-
er could incapacitate you if you let them take over. The students realise that 
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they do not always have to know how to do everything on their own. How-
ever, their capacity for working as a teacher and their professional identity 
will have developed. They feel more assured and relaxed in their work. They 
have gained self-confidence in teaching. Understanding that in the work of 
a teacher, the teacher must be interested in people is part of developing a 
teacher's identity. Pedagogical competence is above all about inspiring and 
motivating your students. You do not have to hand down solutions to the stu-
dents, as your job is to make the students think, realize and assume respon-
sibility for their studies. 

Professional growth is also demonstrated as growth as a human being and 
the skill of caring for oneself. The students have learnt to accept imperfec-
tion, both in themselves and in others. They have learnt to observe them-
selves in a new way, including their innermost selves. A process of self-
knowledge and deepening professional identity is clearly triggered in the 
students. In their opinion, it was important to learn to recognize their own 
way of acting and its impact. It is also crucial to understand the impact of 
one’s operating environment on oneself. All these development targets are 
essential in top expertise. In fact, they are preconditions for becoming a 
top expert.

Overall evaluation of the process

In the opinion of the student teachers, the pedagogical implementation that 
was used was a good, soft method in which they start with themselves. Pro-
fessional growth is essential, and observing it was found to be interesting. 
This was a wide-ranging entity where the themes were put together piece 
by piece. They found the process essential for promoting a teacher's growth. 
Thanks to the implementation, the students are able to look at everything 
in a more humane way. I also personally feel that professional growth was 
mostly manifested in recognizing different and diverse learners and accept-
ing different people. The themes that were covered widened the students’ 
horizons and expanded their ideas of learning. The students felt that the in-
teractive learning journal was an excellent tool for examining their profes-
sional growth. Processing and working on professional growth supported 
them in finding their bearings at work and in life in general. As a significant 
aspect of growth, the students said they no longer had as high demands on 
themselves as before.

The teacher’s role

Guiding the process of professional growth means that the teacher makes 
the journey with the students. It is important that the teacher has a positive 
attitude, not only towards the students but also towards the issues to be cov-
ered in guidance. As I said in the beginning of this article, the teacher also 

Professional growth as part of preparation
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goes through a personal process of professional growth. A positive attitude 
helps, and it catches on with others. It makes studying easier. 

The students emphasised the teacher's commitment to the group. The teach-
er as a person (according to the students, the teacher's attitude) has exerted a 
great deal of influence on them and clarified their thoughts about the issues 
to be covered. The teacher's actions include supporting students through the 
difficult stages of study. Many student teachers mentioned that they would not 
have graduated on time without the teacher's support. Support and encour-
agement should be given both individually and to the whole group together. 
Patience and acceptance are highlighted in the teacher's action. The teacher 
provides an excellent model for setting limits and giving freedom. The teach-
er also provides a model for caring about the students.

What the students find significant in the teacher's actions is that the teacher 
helps them believe in each student's possibility of becoming a good teacher, 
should they wish to do so. Professional growth has taken place, as the stud-
ies no longer merely involve collecting attainments. To guide the process of 
professional growth, the teacher needs to prepare carefully and focus on the 
students' processes during the training.
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II 
The role of educational institutions 

in enabling top expertise 
(operating environment level)
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Top experts on the interfaces of work 
and education

Martti Majuri

Radical changes in cooperation between vocational education 
and employers

Significant changes have taken place in the cooperation between vocation-
al education and training and employers in the last 15 years. After the entry 
into force of amendments in legislation on vocational education and train-
ing, the national core curricula have been updated since 1998. A minimum 
of 20 credits of on-the-job learning were included in the study programmes 
in all fields, which had to consist of goal-oriented and supervised study. This 
change was felt to be important for business and industries, trade unions, 
and the educational sector itself. The unions thus drew up a recommenda-
tion in 1998, according to which companies and the public sector should 
promote on-the-job learning by taking in students to learn at the workplace. 
Business and industry have had a strong interest in making sure that the top 
expertise needed by Finnish employers is available. 

Around the mid-2010s, skills demonstrations were included in the core cur-
ricula. In these demonstrations, the students' skills are assessed in work-
ing environments that are as authentic as possible, preferably in connec-
tion with on-the-job learning. The demonstrations carry significant weight 
in student assessment. 

Now, in the year 2013, new plans are being discussed for an even stronger 
orientation to working life in the studies. These plans strive for further indi-
vidualisation of the studies. In the so-called 2+1 model, the last year of study 
would be spent in apprenticeship-type training. In other words, students 
would complete the majority of their third-year studies at the workplace.

Based on a trial project of extended on-the-job learning, the implementa-
tion and quality assurance of on-the-job learning are being developed in 
cooperation between education providers and employers (for example, stu-
dents spend part of the week at the educational institution and part of it at 
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the workplace). Individual variations are possible in the extent of studies tak-
en at the workplace, depending on the employer and the student's jointly de-
termined needs. For talented students, this also enables solutions where their 
study paths may consist (even more flexibly than today) of WorldSkills coach-
ing and vocational skills competitions, workplace coaching, online study and 
studies at an educational institution.

The unions stress that also in the future, the primary form of education for 
young people who complete their basic education and aim for vocational edu-
cation and training should be institutional upper secondary vocational educa-
tion. Individual study paths where upper secondary vocational education and 
training, workshop activities and apprenticeship training are flexibly com-
bined create new types of possibilities for acquiring a basic vocational com-
petence and for young people's transfer from education to the labour market, 
regardless of whether they experience learning difficulties or whether they 
have the makings of a top expert.

Working on the interface

For educational institutions, the changes have brought many opportunities 
but also challenges. In addition to preparing curricula and organising instruc-
tion, the educational institutions now also have the duty of ensuring that the 
students have possibilities for on-the-job learning. Education providers have 
also had to organise training in these changes for their teaching staff. These 
efforts have been supported by major continuing education projects funded 
by the National Board of Education and schemes supported by the EU. Pro-
fessional Teacher Education Units have had an important role as providers of 
continuing education. The HAMK Professional Teacher Education Unit has 
also invested in continuing education for teachers at the national level. 

Education providers' duties have included organising training for workplace 
supervisors. Even if performing this task has been supported by project fund-
ing, the actual training of workplace supervisors has to a great extent been 
carried out by teachers. There is a particular need to make workplace su-
pervisor training part of teachers' normal duties and a natural element of 
the yearly plans, for example in connection with on-the-job learning periods. 
Besides more conventional models, creative combinations of coaching mod-
els for competition activities, consultative training and mentoring have been 
tested in connection with workplace supervisor training. There is still plen-
ty of scope for development before we can guarantee that young people also 
receive adequate supervision and guidance at the workplace (Majuri, 2007). 

During the students' on-the-job learning periods on the interface between 
two organisations, various actors have the opportunity of learning from each 
other in circumstances that are as authentic as possible. Students, and talent-
ed top experts in particular, get a chance to test their abilities in an authen-
tic working environment, and at best, the workplace supervisor also gains 
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new perspectives on his or her work. The development of supervisory work 
and skills in coaching and guidance also increase the intellectual capital of 
the company. 

In terms of the teacher's work, the changes have been significant. The ma-
jority of teachers have found the changes to be relevant. Extended network-
ing with the world of work and more goal-oriented cooperation with employ-
ers have also brought along an opportunity of maintaining one's own com-
petence and changed the teacher's work positively (Aarola & Majuro, 2006) 
The combination of on-the-job and institutional learning has been found to 
be a meaningful method of learning, which promotes the student's learning 
when appropriately planned and implemented. The students have experi-
enced on-the-job learning and vocational competence as particularly moti-
vating ways of learning. When this is combined with vocational skills com-
petitions, the bar is set higher and may significantly help some students in 
developing top expertise while they are still students. Companies have the 
possibility of supporting a potential new employee's career on his or her 
way to top expertise while gaining employees with outstanding competence.

Challenges to institutional management 

The management of an educational institution also faces challenges in order 
to discharge vocational education's duty to develop the world of work and, as 
a part of it, on-the-job learning and vocational competence, to a high stand-
ard. It is necessary to move away from work planning by teachers based on 
timetables and individual classes and head towards a holistic idea of teach-
ing and working in which the teacher is an expert in his or her field and the 
accountable leader of the process. His or her work alternates between train-
ing workplace supervisors, joint planning with workplaces, teaching at the 
institution, assessment of vocational competence, and online guidance and 
counselling of students. For those taking part in competition activities, the 
work includes coaching processes, institutional level competitions, semifi-
nals and Taitaja competitions, and for the best, Euroskills and WorldSkills 
competitions. 

An institution's management has the duty to develop staff competence to 
enhance teachers' cooperation with employers. While the majority of teach-
ers have found these changes positive, some have opposed them. As a reme-
dy, placements in enterprises, continuing education and new types of train-
ing for the teachers have been required. Management-level cooperation with 
business and industry representatives in various organisations has laid a 
crucial foundation for the teachers' networking efforts in various fields. By 
taking an active role in foresight on regional needs and business develop-
ment, educational institutions can influence their own future and that of 
companies. One form of cooperation could be preparation for future top ex-
pertise. 

Top experts on the interfaces of work
and education
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The employers see on-the-job learning as a vital means for developing and up-
dating education. On-the-job learning is a form of networking where the stu-
dent, the teacher and the workplace supervisor alike can learn. At the same 
time, this is also an opportunity to develop the background organisation of 
each actor by systematic evaluations (Majuri, 2001; Tynjälä & al., 2006; Ee-
rola & Majuri, 2008; Majuri, 2007). 

In the networking culture model, the relationships between teaching, super-
vision and learning have become merged. The learning of students, teachers, 
managers, and business and industry representatives goes beyond learning 
in educational organisations and at workplaces and extends to learning that 
benefits the entire region (e.g. Nykänen & Tynjälä, 2012). The range of appli-
cations of on-the-job learning, demonstrations and competition activities of-
fers some of the students, teachers and workplaces an opportunity to devel-
op their top expertise: top vocational competence and skills and top compa-
nies. The learning environment thus comprises competition activities, on-the-
job learning environments, online environments and institutional teaching.
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Developing teachers' competence through 
placements in enterprises and mentoring

Tuomas Eerola & Anu Raudasoja

Teachers' placements in enterprises

In vocational education and training provided in cooperation with employ-
ers, besides pedagogical skills, it is felt to be essential to keep up-to-date on 
teachers' competence regarding the world of work and to establish personal 
contacts with employers. The teachers' competence is also vital from the per-
spective of developing top expertise. In order to maintain their competence 
regarding the world of work, teachers' placements in enterprises have been 
used extensively in recent years. These placements are periods of a set dura-
tion which the teacher spends at a workplace indicated by his or her field or 
teaching duties, developing his or her competence in a goal-oriented manner, 
creating a cooperation network for his or her field or educational institution, 
developing the world of work or otherwise implementing regional coopera-
tion in upper secondary vocational education and training.

Study results (Eerola, 2007a) show that the objectives of placements in en-
terprises are associated with maintaining the teacher's world of work com-
petence, promoting on-the-job learning, and constructing cooperation net-
works between the institution and employers. Participants find the place-
ments a productive form of cooperation from the perspective of both main-
taining the teacher's competence and building up cooperation between vo-
cational education and employers. The placements are regarded as an ex-
cellent tool for improving the quality of vocational education. They also ap-
pear to inspire teachers and improve their well-being at work. The effects 
are felt to be long-term. However, the study results indicate that, in regard 
to the willingness and opportunities for taking part, there are differences 
between educational institutions, sectors and teachers. Key challenges and 
problems in implementation practices are related to the cost-intensive na-
ture of the placements as an obstacle to their mainstreaming, to taking into 
account the organisation's objectives besides the personal goals of the teach-
er, and to the more methodical implementation of the placements together 
with employers. As a rule, however, the experiences have been so positive 
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that placements have been incorporated in the HR strategies of many educa-
tion providers. 

Teachers primarily embark on placements to develop their competence. Di-
rectors of educational institutions would like to see not only the teachers' per-
sonal goals but also the development targets of the institution being stressed 
in the objectives of the placements. Directors feel that the placements should 
produce more foresight information. In their opinion, marketing and raising 
awareness of vocational education and training as well as bringing up and dis-
cussing the institution's needs should increasingly be included in the objec-
tives (Majuri & Eerola, 2007b). 

Teachers' placements in enterprises increase the employers' interest in voca-
tional education and training and the activities of educational institutions. 
Employers have welcomed the teachers and are prepared to work in partner-
ship with them. However, the employers expect the institutions and teachers 
to take the initiative. Employers are not interested in going to the institutions 
to tell them what they should teach, and teachers in their role of experts are 
expected to be aware of the needs of companies and other workplaces in the 
region (Eerola & Majuri, 2006). 

The placements also appear to be an instrument which educational institu-
tions can use to fulfil their duty of developing the world of work in their re-
gions. Employers themselves are not always able to say what kind of experts 
they will need in the future (cf. Filander & Jokinen, 2004). In the years to 
come, it will thus be necessary to work on competences together. Increasing-
ly, a preference for placements abroad has emerged. The placements have also 
been found to be a good method for increasing the number of skilled interna-
tional actors (Virtanen & Jauhola, 2004). 

Even if there are wide variations in implementation of the placements, study 
results (Eerola, 2007a) indicate that three principal implementation models 
exist, which have been named according to their key aims. In practice, a num-
ber of goals are often set for the placements, and the implementations are var-
iations of the main models described here.
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Implementation Model 1

Maintaining the teacher's personal competence
Typical characteristics

•	 a longer period at one or two workplaces,
•	 emphasis on personal objectives related to substance or world of work related competence,
•	 the teacher takes part in work at the workplace and possibly staff training organised 

by the company,
•	 a long-term dialogue is initiated between the teacher and the mentor,
•	 benefits at the level of the teacher's personal development plan and his or her own work.

Implementation Model 2

Developing on-the-job learning and curricula
Typical characteristics

•	 periods of variable lengths at one or several workplaces,
•	 field-specific objectives related to implementing and developing on-the-job learning and 

skills demonstrations are emphasised, often also aiming for sourcing on-the-job learning 
environments of a higher quality,

•	 the teacher observes the work at the workplace, talks to workplace supervisors, possibly 
provides training for them and finds out about sector-specific competence needs,

•	 the aims often also include developing the curriculum in the field,
•	 benefits at the department and work community level.

Implementation model 3

Creating a cooperation network
Typical characteristics

•	 short periods at several workplaces,
•	 the objectives of the institution, field of education or work community are emphasised 

– including a perspective related to developing the world of work in the region,
•	 the teacher visits a number of companies, establishes contacts, finds out about and anticipates 

the educational needs of workplaces, and markets vocational education and training,
•	 he aims often also include joint projects between the institution and the companies,
•	 benefits at the educational field and institutional level.

At best, teachers' placements in enterprises can generate new communities 
of practical activity between educational institutions and the world of work 
(cf. Wenger, 1998; Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002) with the aim of de-
veloping vocational education and training and the world of work in the re-
gion. The placements lead to national and international interfaces between 
organisations and sectors, which are a requirement for creating innovations 
(cf. Toiviainen & Hänninen, 2006). At best, the placements trigger exten-
sive learning that benefits all organisations taking part in the activities (cf. 
Engeström, 2004). 
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Improving teacher competence by mentoring

A project titled Erityisen hyvää oppia (Particularly Good Learning) set out to 
use mentoring to develop vocational teachers' competence in employer con-
tacts. Each teacher found himself or herself a person active in the labour mar-
ket to serve as their mentor for the duration of the 18-month training. The 
vocational teachers trained the mentors as workplace supervisors following 
a model devised for supervisor training implemented at the workplace, and 
the mentoring model created in this project thus is a combination of two ear-
lier models. 

Through the mentors, a perspective on the everyday life of the world of work 
and professions was opened up for the teacher, which is crucial for a teach-
er's professional development (Mäntylä, 2005,13). The teachers used pre-ar-
ranged themes to prepare for the meetings with their mentors, even though 
there was no strict manuscript for the meetings. The experiences gained in-
spired the teachers to continue closer cooperation with employers to improve 
education, to guarantee the quality of on-the-job learning, and to improve the 
students' position in the labour market. 

The mentor had an opportunity to introduce to the teacher his or her organ-
isation and its operating culture, considering the general development chal-
lenges of the sector, and sharing his or her competence through reciprocal di-
alogue. He or she established a working relationship with vocational educa-
tion and training and received information about questions related to educa-
tion and future prospects in his or her field. In some cases, the mentor had the 
opportunity of taking part in and influencing the development of institution-
specific curricula and the setting up of a portal for on-the-job learning from 
the workplace perspective. The term used by Mäntylä (2005, 13) to describe 
a mentor, or 'työkummi' (workplace godparent), turned out to be a name that 
worked well in practice and that could be used more extensively in the future.

During the mentoring programme, vocational teachers introduced their men-
tors to the core contents of the training programme for workplace supervisors 
drawn up by the National Board of Education in 2005, supported by a work-
place supervisor's folder. The content areas of the training were vocational ed-
ucation and cooperation with employers, student-centred guidance, on-the-
job learning and implementation of skills demonstrations, and student as-
sessments at the workplace. The vocational teacher returned the assignments 
set for the meetings to the teacher responsible for mentor training, who as-
sessed them and entered the credits in the study records. Vocational teach-
ers and mentors, having completed the training, obtained a workplace super-
visor training certificate. In this model of workplace supervisor training, the 
teacher visits the workplace to train workplace supervisors one content area 
at a time. The implementation of this model is sure to continue in some edu-
cational institutions in the future, thanks to the good experiences. Some ed-
ucational institutions have set their targets at training all teachers as work-
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place supervisors to ensure that they have a clear idea of what workplace su-
pervisors can do and what can be expected of them. 

The mentoring model developed in the Particularly Good Learning pro-
ject is a cost-effective method of maintaining the competence of vocation-
al teachers and enhancing cooperation with employers. Educational insti-
tutions have started looking at the competence development of teachers in a 
wider sense than before, and the decentralised model implemented at work-
places is one option for acquiring competence besides conventional train-
ing seminars.
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Competitions in vocational skills – an instrument 
for developing vocational education

Tuomas Eerola 

This article examines the evolution of vocational skills competitions into 
a significant development instrument for vocational education, describes 
national and international vocational skills competitions for young people, 
highlights the benefits of the competitions and addresses criticism levelled 
at them. 

The success story of vocational skills competitions

Competitions have always played a key role in developing top expertise. Tak-
ing part in competitions encourages a person to strive for ever improving ex-
pertise – in physical and mental skills alike. Top performances often require 
both. Competitions were introduced as an instrument of developing voca-
tional education in Finland as early as the post-war period. At that time, in-
dustrial working skills competitions were launched, organised for the first 
time in Lohja in 1948 (Purhonen, 2005). 

In 1988, Finland joined the organisation that arranges the world champi-
onships in vocational skills: International Vocational Training Organiza-
tion (IVTO), today known as WorldSkills International (WSI). At that time, 
the world championships in vocational skills for young people were known 
as the International Vocational Training Competitions (the Taito Olympics 
in Finnish). They are now called the WorldSkills Competition (WSC). On 
19 – 20 April 1988, the first national Taitaja skills competitions were organ-
ised in Hämeenlinna in cooperation between the Finnish Federation of Vo-
cational Institutions (SAOL), the National Board of Vocational Education, 
and the Confederation of Finnish Employers (STK). The main responsibil-
ity for the practical arrangements was assumed by the Hämeenlinna Voca-
tional Institute and the Hämeenlinna Teacher Education Institute. Three 
sectors were featured in the first competition: the mechanical, metal, and 
clothing sectors. In 1989, a Finnish team took part in the International Vo-
cational Training Competition for the first time. 
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Skills Finland is an association that was established in 1993 to organise and 
develop vocational skills competitions in Finland. The objectives of the asso-
ciation are to promote the appreciation and awareness of vocational educa-
tion and training and vocational skills in society, to improve the learning out-
comes of vocational education, and to increase the students' interest in con-
tinuous improvement of their vocational skills as well as enterprising. The as-
sociation strives to achieve these objectives

33 by monitoring the status of vocational education and the appreciation 
of professional skills in society and by submitting initiatives and pro-
posals on these issues;

33 •	by conferring the right to organise the annual national competition 
in vocations skills Taitaja;

33 •	by sending a team of young Finnish people to international vocation-
al skills competitions and by supporting young Finnish people in the 
preparation for and participation in vocational skills competitions;

33 by giving grants;

33 and by information and publication activities in its field. 

The competitions in vocational skills for young people are a success story of 
the early 2000s in Finland. The national Taitaja competition saw its break-
through in Lahti in 2001, where almost all of the various events took place 
under one roof in a large fair for the first time. Today, Taitaja with its semi-
finals and finals has become a major annual event and a showcase and festi-
val of vocational skills that offers information and experiences for everyone. 

Taitaja, Semi-finalists
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Taitaja, Number of visitors

Young people from Finland have also done well in international vocational 
skills events. Successful young people and their coaches set an inspiring ex-
ample in their own fields, at their workplaces and among youngsters mak-
ing decisions about study paths. The entire field of vocational education can 
benefit from the good practices that have led to this success. 

The competitions in vocational skills have become a significant instrument 
for development that has an established position as part of vocational educa-
tion and training. When talking about the competition activities, we should 
not overlook the SAKUstars cultural competitions, which have a significant 
role in promoting young people's motivation to study, creativity and all-
round well-being and as demonstrations of the multiple forms in which tal-
ent comes. The Finnish Association for the Development of Vocational Ed-
ucation and Training (AMKE) has set up an Expert Network for competi-
tion activities to promote, harmonise and develop all types of competitions 
in vocational collages.

Important investments have been made in organising vocational skills com-
petitions, in preparing for them and in using them to develop the quality and 
attraction of vocational education and training. In recent years, a number of 
projects have been completed to promote the competitions, many of which 
have been supported by the European Social Fund. Of these should be men-
tioned projects administrated by Skills Finland aiming to develop excellence 
in vocational skills. (HUVA, HUKI, KILTA), research projects administrat-
ed by the University of Tampere (MoVE, AVE, PaVE) and education and dis-
semination projects managed by the HAMK Professional Teacher Education 
Unit (AKVA projects).

The training of experts in competition activities developed in the project 
on Improvement of Vocational Skills through Coaching and Competition 
(AKVA) was mainstreamed as part of the activities of the HAMK Profession-
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al Teacher Education Unit by establishing the HAMK Skills Trainers´ Acad-
emy in 2008. The basic task of the academy is to promote excellence in voca-
tional skills by means of education and research. The activities of the acad-
emy are also part of the quality assurance of vocational skills competitions. 
Key areas in which the academy is active include the training and coaching of 
specialists in competition activities, and coaching, disseminating and main-
streaming good practices that promote excellence in skills, internationalisa-
tion of competition and coaching expertise by means of import and export ac-
tivities, and R&D that supports excellence in vocational skills.

National and international competitions in vocational skills 
for young people

Taitaja9

Taitaja9 is a competition in manual skills intended for 9th grade pupils in ba-
sic education. This competition for teams of three aims to raise awareness of 
practical subjects – particularly technical work, textile work and home eco-
nomics – in a fun and inspiring way. Taitaja9 is a guidance counselling tool for 
the transition point between basic education and upper secondary education. 

This competition is a fun and interesting way of introducing students to vari-
ous professions. It provides 9th grade pupils with information and experienc-
es in vocational education and training and supports them in making career 
choices. The competition contributes to boosting cooperation between basic 
education, vocational institutions and companies. The annual finals of Taita-
ja9 coincide with those of the Taitaja competition. The teams for the finals are 
selected through regional heats.

Taitaja – Finnish championships in vocational skills for young people

The Taitaja competition is a unique meeting point for the world of work, edu-
cational institutions and students. It highlights manual and practical skills – 
top expertise in practice. Taitaja is the Finnish championships in vocational 
skills for young people. The participants must be students in vocational edu-
cation and training and not over 20 years pf age. Taitaja finalists are selected 
in semifinals organised in various parts of Finland, with nearly two thousand 
young people taking part every year. In the finals, 400 young experts in their 
fields demonstrate their skills for tens of thousands of spectators. The num-
ber of skills in this competition is increasing. There are over 40 skills today, 
and new ones are being added. In addition to the official skills, the finals fea-
ture trial skills and professional demonstrations. Taitaja is the largest event 
of vocational education in our country, and rights to organise it are granted 
conferred by Skills Finland. 
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TaitajaPLUS

TaitajaPLUS is a vocational skills competition for special needs students. 
They are organised as part of the annual Taitaja event. All students for 
whom an individual education plan (IEP) has been drawn up in an edu-
cational institution can take part in TaitajaPLUS competitions. The aim of 
TaitajaPLUS is to promote awareness of vocational special needs teaching 
and support the employment of special needs students.

TaitajaPLUS competitions do not set an age limit for the participants. They 
can reach the finals through semifinals that are organised as necessary. The 
type and number of TaitajaPLUS events may vary from year to year. The aim 
is, however, that over the years as many vocational education and training 
programmes as possible would be featured as events in TaitajaPLUS. 

WorldSkills Competition

The world champions of experts under the age of 23 are crowned in the 
WorldSkills Competition (WSC). Participation and preparation for this com-
petition promote the internationalisation of upper secondary vocational ed-
ucation and training and international comparison of skills. This aim is also 
supported by an extensive network of international actors and experts and 
a discussion forum that have sprung up around the competition. The right 
to organise the biennial Worldskills competition is conferred by WorldSkills 
International (WSI).

The Finnish team at the WorldSkills competition consists of young top ex-
perts selected through a three-tiered coaching system and heats. The three-
tiered coaching comprises a basic level, a top level and national team coach-
ing (Talikka, Pylvänen and Henriksson, 2011). Participants in basic coach-
ing are selected through the Taitaja competitions or directly through edu-
cational institutions and companies. The participants train in top expertise 
coaching units and companies. Both in educational institutions and com-
panies, coaching is provided by a skill manager and coaches. In addition to 
the competitors, the WorldSkills team includes experts serving as judges in 
the competition and a support team. In 2005, Finland was the first Nordic 
country to host a WorldSkills competition, which was held at the Helsinki 
Exhibition and Convention Centre.

EuroSkills

The right to arrange the European championships, which are organised in 
alternating years with the world championships, is granted by WorldSkills 
Europe, founded under the name European Skills Promotion Organisation 
(ESPO) in November 2007. Finland is a WS Europe member and has played 
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an active role in the organisation of EuroSkills since the 2008 event in Rot-
terdam. 

Participation in EuroSkills is open for young people under 25. In addition to 
individual events, the competition also has team events and multi-profession-
al team events. EuroSkills offers opportunities for international on-the-job 
learning periods for the students and workplace periods for the teachers. Eu-
roSkills implements the EU's Life Long Learning programme. The objective of 
EuroSkills activities is to promote labour force mobility, raise the profile and 
improve the quality and attraction of vocational education and training, and 
act as a network in which the member states can compare vocational educa-
tion and spread good practices. The EuroSkills network is thus a good source 
for finding partners for multinational development projects. EuroSkills activ-
ities aim for a skilled and strong Europe.

International Abilympics

The right to organise the Abilympics held every four years are conferred by 
the International Abilympics Federation (IAF), which Finland joined in De-
cember 2005. The requirement for participation in the Abilympics is that the 
competitors have a disability that interferes with their daily life, for which 
they must produce a medical report. The participants have to be 15 or over. 
Vocational skills competitions for the disabled and special groups raise aware-
ness of and promote the attraction and appreciation of vocational special 
needs teaching and enhance cooperation between education and employers.

Benefits of vocational skills competitions

Finland's strategic goals in international competitions are not limited to med-
als, fame and honour. Of course, young people who do well in the competi-
tions deserve to be honoured. They have stepped forward and demonstrat-
ed their skills to the whole world. They are excellent examples of what can be 
achieved by hard work and successful coaching. Indeed, we teachers, coach-
es, workplace supervisors, experts and the support teams should always do 
our best to boost young people to success. However, we also have the strategic 
goal of developing vocational education and training in Finland. Many coun-
tries send to international competitions those young people who are expect-
ed to win prizes. In this case, the objective of national competitions may be to 
serve as heats for the world championships. Finland takes a different view. A 
wide front of participants is sent out to these competitions. In order to devel-
op a specific field, we even feel that it is more important to send a representa-
tive to a skill where we do not expect particular success than to a skill where 
we are hoping to do well. The success of the Finnish team should thus not be 
evaluated based on the number of medals and diplomas, but the success of 
the entire team. The essential point of this approach (besides coaching young 
people for the competitions) is ensuring that information and expertise trav-
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el in the opposite direction: from international competitions to benefit the 
field of vocational education and training. The national Taitaja competition 
in Finland is an instrument for developing vocational upper secondary ed-
ucation; the teams for international competitions are selected through our 
own coaching system. The young people who do not make it to the national 
team are also looked after. The aim is that the coaching would also lead the 
young person in question to take a further or specialist vocational qualifi-
cation. This way, his or her path towards excellence in vocational skills con-
tinues in any case.

On one hand, national competitions in vocational skills promote the individ-
ualistic nature of vocational education, and on the other, its orientation to-
wards the world of work. The popularity of vocational education and train-
ing is increasing in Finland. More and more motivated young people with 
diverse talents who wish to strive for their personal best are coming to vo-
cational education and training after completing basic education. Prepa-
ration and participation in competitions offer these young people a study 
path where their individual strengths and development targets are recog-
nized and they are offered the type of guidance and encouragement they 
need. Vocational skills competitions spur young people to continuously im-
prove their skills and thus support the objectives of lifelong learning. In the 
competitions, the young people can demonstrate their skills and compare 
them to the expertise of others of the same age. Vocational skills competi-
tions also support the objectives of entrepreneurship education. Individu-
al study paths as well as coaching and guidance methods developed with-
in the framework of the competition activities can be applied to benefit all 
those pursuing vocational studies.

The students prepare for the competitions and their skills are assessed in co-
operation with the world of work. For companies, vocational skills compe-
titions are a natural opportunity to get to know and be involved in develop-
ing vocational education and training while solving recruitment problems 
and improving staff competence. When preparing for competitions, forms 
of cooperation are sought that optimally point the way to excellence in vo-
cational skills. These contacts and cooperation practices can also be made 
useful for all of those pursuing vocational studies and for company staffs. 
The test projects set in the Taitaja competition and the assessment of voca-
tional skills are continuously discussed in national working groups on the 
various events. The competition test projects make it possible to react fast 
to changes in the world of work. The competitions thus also have an impact 
on curriculum work. The test projects and the associated assessments of 
vocational skills are saved in an open database where anyone can use them 
as training exercises or even as tasks for a vocational skills demonstration. 
The competition test projects are a concrete demonstration of the skills re-
quired for excellence in upper secondary vocational education and of how 
the skills are assessed. 
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Competitions in vocational skills improve the recognizability, attraction and 
appreciation of vocational education and training. For educational institu-
tions, the Taitaja competition is an opportunity to market the education they 
provide and to compare learning outcomes. The competitions also promote 
inter-institutional cooperation and networking among teachers. Surveys con-
ducted by HAMK Skills Trainers´ Academy in cooperation with the Finnish 
Association for the Development of Vocational Education and Training AMKE 
indicate that the majority of coaches at the Taitaja semi-finals find these semi-
finals an important annual networking event for the teachers. 

Organising the competition clearly boosts the regional attraction, internation-
alisation and media visibility of vocational education and training and gen-
erates a great number of new partnerships. The teachers also improve their 
competence. The actual organisation of the competitions involves a number 
of support functions, which offer possibilities for project learning and oppor-
tunities for the students to demonstrate their skills; data links, heating, water, 
ventilation and power supply networks, fair stands, information points and 
guides, marketing, catering, first aid, logistics services, TV and video produc-
tion and so on are needed to organise a competition. Young top experts also 
encourage others to continue improving their vocational skills.

Criticism against competition activities

During my long-term involvement in vocational skills competitions and in 
training competition experts, I have also met with criticism levelled at the 
competition activities. Critical views are valuable when we are striving for 
continuous improvement of the activities. For the main part, the criticism 
is directed at three aspects: whether competing is an ethically appropriate 
method or style of learning, the costs incurred, and teachers who focus ex-
cessively on or even "go mad for" the competitions.

Competitions are one good way of looking after all students – including the 
most talented ones. Taking part in and preparing for the events offer a com-
petitive young person an important study path towards professional top ex-
pertise. Success in competitions should not, however, be overemphasised. 
Taking part in semifinals is useful, even if the finals are not reached. In any 
case, each young person will encounter competition on his or her career path, 
for example when applying for a job. 

A lot of money is invested in competition activities, and sometimes it is felt 
that this money is spent on coaching a handful of students only, rather than 
supporting more wide-based development efforts. Surveys conducted by the 
HAMK Skills Trainers´ Academy indicate that almost all vocational educa-
tional institutes are involved in the competitions in one way or another. They 
feel that the competitions significantly contribute to promoting an orienta-
tion towards the world of work, individuality as well as the attraction and in-
ternationalisation of vocational education and training. It is crucial that we 
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have methods for exploiting and making visible the good practices generated 
by the competition activities to benefit all those pursuing vocational studies.

For a vocational teacher, the competitions are an environment that encour-
ages and supports skills development in many different ways. Colleagues 
sometimes feel that enthusiastic teachers focus too much on competitions 
and the participants, forgetting about the other students. It is important that 
as many teachers and supervisors as possible take part in competition activ-
ities. Participation is an efficient way of disseminating good practices, and 
the duties related to the competitions can thus be divided more evenly be-
tween several persons in the work community. A natural way of becoming 
involved with the competition activities is to go and look after a student at 
the Taitaja semifinals. Or why not take part in induction training organised 
by the HAMK Skills Trainers´ Academy?

Conclusion

"Talented children should not be idolised or raised above the others. 
However, they should have the same right that should be guaranteed 
to everyone, a right to balanced growth and to developing positive-
ly both their emotional life and their abilities. As talent is a relative 
concept, the number of those who are talented will always be few; as 
standards improve, the top moves further out of reach. Talented in-
dividuals are a richness, and they should not be envied. While equal, 
we are all different. We also all have our talents, in one way or an-
other" (Uusikylä, 1994).

Talented students should not be put on a pedestal, but they are entitled to 
the guidance they need. Vocational skills competitions offer an inspiring 
study path towards vocational top expertise. However, competitions have 
become an instrument of development that is more significant and has a 
wider impact than just a study path offered to a talented student. The com-
petitions have evolved from the hobby of individual activists to a coordinat-
ed tool of development (Kaatrasalo, 2010). In these development efforts, we 
are spurred on by the goal set in the government programme of Prime Min-
ister Katainen of making Finland the most competent nation in the world 
by 2020.

Competitions in vocational skills – an instrument for developing vocational education
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Vocational skills competitions and the 
pedagogical career path of a teacher

Pirjo Tuominen

Teachers at a vocational institution have a variety of possibilities for devel-
oping their work while making progress on their vocational career path. The 
focus of their interest may be either international or national activities. The 
aim, however, is to develop their competence through pursuing pedagogi-
cal training and developing the content of teaching. This perspective of life-
long learning is examined in this article through guiding a young student 
towards vocational skills competition activities.

"The knowledge, skills and competence requirements of the world of work 
and everyday life are growing and changing at an increasing pace. We need 
wide-based education, civic and life management skills as well as versatile 
and extensive vocational competence and workplace skills. In addition to 
this wide scope, we need strong and deep vocational skills in the relevant vo-
cational field." (Osaava ja luova Suomi. Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriön tule-
vaisuuskatsaus, Ministry of Education and Culture publications, 2010:15). 
This direct quotation from the Ministry of Education and Culture's foresight 
analysis carries a strong message on the diversity and challenges that are 
in evidence in the work of both a vocational teacher and a workplace super-
visor. Updating your vocational skills both in order to maintain your peda-
gogical competence and to keep up with workplace development is a contin-
uous challenge in a teacher's work. Vocational teachers themselves can also 
have an active influence on what the most suitable and meaningful way of 
responding to this challenge is. The most natural course of action in devel-
oping their work is to integrate development in everyday work or teaching, 
its planning, its implementation and its development. One objective that 
stands out is ensuring that the students are committed to their future pro-
fessions and to mastering the required skills. 

Students' strong vocational competence and fast progression to the world 
of work support a national objective – making Finland the most competent 
country in the world by 2020 (Education and Research 2011 – 2016). Possi-
ble pedagogical operating models that can be used to attain this objective 
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include steering the student towards vocational skills competitions. Partici-
pation in vocational skills competitions supports a young student's individ-
ual choices and the use of various learning environments during the studies 
as far as possible. 

Preparing for a vocational skills competition is an alternative way for a young 
student to build up his or her vocational competence. The same could be said 
about the teacher. Taking part in competition activities enhances the teach-
er's pedagogical competence, which increases his or her motivation and in-
terest in the competitions.

Vocational skills competitions stress competence sharing, development ef-
forts and evaluation of what is being done. When guiding students on their 
way to vocational skills competitions, the teacher encounters issues that he 
or she would otherwise never come across in daily work. 

When guiding top expertise, for example, the teacher is forced to consider 
both pedagogical and financial solutions, highlighting his or her personal 
creativity and innovativeness. This was also clearly reflected in the survey 
jointly conducted by the HAMK Skills Trainers' Academy and the Associa-
tion for the Development of Vocational Education and Training (AMKE). The 
survey was directed at teachers guiding students who had reached the semi-
finals. The respondents felt that the semifinals were an excellent opportunity 
for sharing experiences and thus developing one's vocational skills, and for 
networking with actors in the field. When working together and in a group, 
the group members learn a lot from each other, and they share competence 
cooperatively.

Pedagogical support from training and cooperation with employers

Versatile and extensive basic coaching requires cooperation between the 
workplace supervisor, the student and the teacher. The teacher can develop 
these activities that aim for supporting the skills of a top expert, for exam-
ple, by pursuing additional training. The objective of the "Guiding top exper-
tise and developing teaching" training courses organised by the HAMK Skills 
Trainers´ Academy is to provide teachers with practical tools both for the ba-
sic coaching process of a young student and for developing the teacher's per-
sonal pedagogical competence. Mastering key competences in his or her voca-
tional field and building on this foundation, support for top expertise will ben-
efit both the teacher and the young student to be coached. It would not make 
sense to provide coaching that only aims for competitions, as this would en-
tail a narrow focus on competition activities, and other competence and vo-
cational development would be overlooked. The actual coaching for the com-
petition is a minor part of the process that prepares students for the Taitaja 
competition. Skills Finland's publication Matkalla huipulle – Huippuvalmen-
nuksen työkalut notes that some ten per cent of training and other work that 
prepares students for the competition comprises actual coaching for the com-
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petition. Other preparation includes developing skills by attending teaching, 
mental preparation, practising key competences for lifelong learning, and 
other activities following the curriculum. 

During the training, the possibilities of supporting top experts at the or-
ganisational level are also examined cooperatively. Many pedagogical solu-
tions that reinforce guidance activities require management approval. Edu-
cational institutions have different solutions for supporting top experts, and 
sharing these solutions together with the participants opens up new per-
spectives for implementing basic coaching. Going through these processes 
is a learning curve where a person's innovativeness and ability to develop 
benefit the entire organisation. At the same time, pedagogical development 
will increase well-being at work and job satisfaction, which will be reflect-
ed as productiveness. During on-the-job learning periods, practising skills 
for a vocational skills competition does not only take place naturally, but it 
also constitutes a good form of cooperation between the educational institu-
tion and a company. Ensuring the commitment of a young top expert to the 
company during an on-the-job learning period will benefit both the compa-
ny and the student. This significant form of cooperation can never be em-
phasised enough. Practising their skills in an authentic work environment 
is the very thing that builds up young people's s competence, not only as re-
gards practising the substance but also exercising key competences for life-
long learning. The student may later find a job with the employer who pro-
vided the on-the-job learning opportunity, and the company will gain not 
only a skilled employee but, should they wish, also more general visibility 
as a supporter of a top expert. In this cooperation, tripartite planning of the 
vocational skills coaching, the tasks to be performed, and feedback discus-
sions will ensure the participants' commitment to the process and make it 
meaningful. In this sense, implementing the coaching process already ap-
proaches personal workplace supervisor training from the perspective of 
the workplace supervisor.

From a national talent to an international expert

National competition activities offer both an employee at a workplace and a 
teacher at an educational institution a way of progressing in their vocational 
career paths to the international level. When you take part in Taitaja compe-
titions, you will unavoidably become familiar with the organisation of Skills 
Finland and the materials, training courses, etc., produced by it. Gradually, 
you will familiarise yourself with the coaching organisation and other activ-
ities related to the implementation of the competitions in each event . The 
significance of competition activities has multiple dimensions, and with ad-
equate motivation and commitment, you can build up your pedagogical com-
petence by taking part in international level competition activities. 

At the international level, the expert's tasks are versatile, and a specific 
training process exists for them. All the required competence cannot be ob-
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tained through training, however, and in part, competence is handed down 
as tacit knowledge from more experienced colleagues. Experts who have been 
involved for years have moved on in their careers through national competi-
tion activities to expert tasks in international competitions. And we also have 
a few examples of how networking has led to an expert being invited to foreign 
educational institutions or companies to teaching or training tasks. Persons 
having experienced this have enormous quantities of tacit knowledge that is 
sometimes difficult to communicate and put into words but which includes 
plenty of competence. Mentoring should be used more in the work of both a 
teacher and an expert as a resource that passes on competence. The pedagog-
ical career path of a teacher is a good example of how lifelong learning can be 
a natural part of your basic task. Using various learning environments and 
reconciling them with changes in society enables mobility, not only in your 
own vocational field but also in wider contexts.
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How key competences for lifelong learning can 
support top expertise

Pirjo Tuominen

Key competences for lifelong learning have many objectives in terms of sup-
porting the competence of a young student. It is an essential part of support-
ing top expertise to pay attention to how these skills can be taken into ac-
count and integrated in teaching and guidance. In this respect, we are look-
ing at this issue from the perspective of the students, of developing their 
competence and of how they have chosen National Skills Competition, Taita-
ja activities as their individual study path. Mastering vocational competence 
and the associated skills and knowledge is a synthesis where those skills that 
are called key competences for lifelong learning are extremely prominent. 
These key competences for lifelong learning are not taught as separate stud-
ies, and they are integrated in the teaching of vocational qualification mod-
ules and modules that complement vocational skills as a natural part. These 
key competences for lifelong learning can be examined both from a nation-
al and an international perspective. The national foundation is provided by 
the core curricula of upper secondary vocational qualifications published 
by the Board of Education, and the international foundation is the frame of 
reference provided by European Union member states for competences for 
lifelong learning. In a nutshell, we can say that the basic assumption and ob-
jective of both is an active citizen who is motivated to keep up with chang-
ing working conditions and to seek an innovative approach to managing his 
or her own life. 

The contents of key competences for lifelong learning picked out in the core 
curricular of vocational qualifications play an essential role when preparing 
for competition activities. Some of these key competences for lifelong learn-
ing are a mandatory part of assessing the tasks in Taitaja competitions, and 
thus also visible in the structure and contents of the task. Skills Finland, 
which administrates and develops National Skills Competition, Taitaja ac-
tivities, has brought up this important area and mainstreamed it as part of 
task contents, and consequently, part of the assessment. In Taitaja compe-
tition tasks and their assessment, key competences for lifelong learning in-
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clude sustainable development, safety and well-being at work as well as en-
trepreneurship.

Key competences for lifelong learning on the Taitaja path

Following the core curricula for vocational qualifications, a total of eleven key 
competences for lifelong learning are assessed as part of learning and com-
petence. When assessing young people's skills demonstrations, four key com-
petences for lifelong learning are assessed separately (learning and problem-
solving, interaction and cooperation, vocational ethics and health, safety, and 
ability to function). The National Board of Education has selected these four 
skills to be assessed specifically in connection with skills demonstrations. 
These four key skills of lifelong learning support in particular the key compe-
tence in each vocational field. Naturally, their contents are made suitable for 
the substance of the relevant area of competence. The remainder of the key 
competences for lifelong learning are assessed in connection with other learn-
ing and competence (Table). 

 Other vocational competence and action as well as life management are 
strongly underpinned by mastering all key competences for lifelong learning. 
Teachers and top experts should be aware of how these skills can be applied 
and drawn on in an as early stage as possible to improve vocational skills. 
Substance-related competence, regulating one's emotional state, and pres-
sures created by the surroundings will influence the student's performance. 
Besides practising skills, the attainment of the goal can be facilitated by the 
mental growth of a young top expert. Recognizing and regulating one's emo-
tional state is part of the contents of the training programme "Guidance of top 
expertise and development of teaching" provided by the HAMK Skills Train-
ers' Academy. Key competences for lifelong learning support the student's 
competence during his or her personal study path. Together with the teach-
er, the student draws up a plan that will be followed to progress towards the 
Taitaja competition. At this point, it is important to note that the study path 
of competition activities also brings additional competence to other students 
in the group and possibly motivates them, too, to start on the Taitaja path. As 
the student is preparing for the semifinals or finals of a vocational skills com-
petition, he or she has practised the skills of his or her field numerous times. 
When revising the assigned tasks, partial performances of the tasks or oth-
er work that supports the performance, the student simultaneously ends up 
developing other skills that have a bearing on life management. It is precise-
ly the key competences for lifelong learning which facilitate practice that sup-
ports this competence. The key competences for lifelong learning are mutual-
ly supportive; they intertwine. The very thing that you need in competition ac-
tivities is to master a broadly based competence in order to achieve balanced 
and successful performance. The key competences for lifelong learning thus 
cut across all learning and practising of skills. 
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The challenge lies in how these key competences for lifelong learning can be 
made visible in a personal study plan that aims for a vocational skills com-
petition. An adaptation in which practising the substance and reflection and 
feedback on performances alternate increases the student's motivation to 
perform well. The relationship between the student and the coach also has 
a major impact on maintaining motivation. In the best case, it could be de-
scribed as the relationship between an apprentice and a master. In this sit-
uation, the master teaches and guides the apprentice's learning of skills and 
working techniques but also shares his or her competence. Guidance is thus 
naturally embedded in doing the work, and at the same time, the apprentice 
learns something that cannot be learnt in class and from textbooks. A su-
pervisor or a coach who has been working in the field for an extended period 
has accumulated a type of certainty and competence that only emerges when 
working together. This way, good practices and ideas as well as working 
models can be shared. This passing on of tacit knowledge that enriches the 
competence of a top expert can be considered a by-product of the process. 

Salakari describes this part of the process clearly by describing how, at the 
beginning of the coaching, the coach almost leads the student by the hand, 
and how the student is gradually assigned more independent responsibility 
for his or her performance. The best way of learning the content to be stud-
ied is active participation. In the meantime, the supervisor observes the per-
formance and draws attention to competence areas that require additional 
practice or special skills. Working in this manner comprises extremely close 
cooperation, which also extends to the support team. It would be natural for 
the other teachers in the support team and the on-the-job learning super-
visors to follow the same working method. In that case, the similarities be-
tween guidance methods would provide the young learner with the best pos-
sible support (Salakari, 2007.) As a wide scope of content can be learnt in 
the apprentice-master model, it is natural to also look at learning from the 
perspective of formal, non-formal and informal learning, and to examine in 
what way they are relevant to coaching for a vocational skills competition. 

Vocational education and training impart qualifications for certain profes-
sions, as well as eligibility for further studies. It is usually possible for all 
students pursuing vocational studies to take part in competitions. In that 
case, the basic coaching takes place and is implemented as part of profes-
sional studies, both at the educational institution and as a by-product of on-
the-job learning. This is a natural possibility that is open for everyone. When 
participating in competition activities, the young person also has the possi-
bility of taking a skills demonstration both in the semifinals and the finals. 
In this connection, we are talking about education that prepares the stu-
dents for a qualification for which they will obtain a certificate, and it thus 
comprises formal learning. On the other hand, it is often difficult to make a 
distinction between non-formal and informal learning in the coaching pro-
cess. Both contain learning experiences that are obtained through hobbies, 
the media or even interactive situations. In other words, it is difficult to draw 
a line between these two types of learning in the case of Taitaja coaching. 
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However, when a student is committed to basic coaching, a coaching plan is 
followed, and its goal orientation and progress will be monitored. From this 
perspective, following a coaching plan is thus closer to non-formal learning. 
In all these forms of learning, various practical working methods and knowl-
edge-based competence are interlinked. The students engage in projects, on-
the-job learning, individual and group work, etc., where the key competences 
for lifelong learning are an essential part of the implementation. The teach-
er or the supervisor plays a major role in ensuring that the key competences 
for lifelong learning are part of implementing the task. Pedagogical planning 
and cooperation are needed to make sure that the student can, in his or her 
reflection, apply a skill learnt earlier and thus improve his or her performance. 

The table below shows the key competences for lifelong learning following the 
core curricula of upper secondary vocational qualifications, including con-
crete examples of how they can be implemented in basic coaching. The table 
gives a few examples to illustrate how the key competence for lifelong learn-
ing in question manifests itself in supporting top expertise. The table does 
not exclude other examples or suggestions; and these samples are based on 
material compiled together with the participants during the training course 
on "Guidance of top expertise and development of teaching" organised by the 
HAMK Skills Trainers' Academy.

Key competences for lifelong 
learning

Manifested in the following ways when preparing 
for Taitaja competitions

Learning and problem-solving Skill in drawing on and applying in unexpected situations the 
challenges that come up, solutions related to performing a task, 
smooth use of time and materials.

Interaction and cooperation 	 Self-expression, consideration for others and competence in 
encountering different people and interactive situations during 
the entire preparation process. Also courage to ask for support 
when needed.

Vocational ethics Integrity, commitment and openness towards other competitors, 
the support team, fellow students and one's own team.

Health, safety and ability to fuction Ensuring one's own physical and psychological well-being and 
coping. Paying attention to a safe operating environment and 
working methods.

Initiative and entrepreneurship Entrepreneurial spirit is facilitated by motivation and a willingness 
to take part in competition activities and to develop in them in 
order to attain one's goals. Stamina and willingness to compete 
and develop one's performance.

Sustainable development Sensible and economical use of working and operating methods 
and sharing good practices to benefit everyone. Applying one's 
competence.

Aesthetics A tidy and pleasant working environment and maintaining it. 
Courtesy towards others through one's own action.
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Communication and media skills ”Say what you think and think what you say”, both in Finnish and 
in a foreign language, and also in a genuine interactive situation 
or in the social media.

Mathematics and natural sciences Calculations, definitions or problem-solving skills required to solve 
the tasks indicated by the competence needed in each profession.

Technology and information technology Rational and versatile use of machines and tools supports and 
develops the performance.

Active citizenship and different cultures Encountering other people in a fair, equal and appropriate manner, 
networking during semifinals or competitions.

Lifelong learning and the significance of key competences for lifelong learn-
ing in the context of the world of work and vocational competence secure 
a continuum of competence in our changing society. During their time of 
study, young people become committed to developing their profession and 
maintaining their vocational skills in the future. The aim is that the future 
professionals will share their competence during their careers, follow the 
changes in their field and actively promote well-being in the environment 
they work and live in.
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Dialogical methods for developing top expertise

Helena Aarnio

Freely defined, top expertise can be understood as excellent individual and 
collective action. The path to developing top expertise is long and has mul-
tiple steps, and making progress in it requires persistent and sustained ef-
forts. According to Ruohotie (2003, 9), the elements of professional top ex-
pertise are profession-specific knowledge, skills in applying knowledge to 
practical problem-solving, and metacognitive skills of higher-order think-
ing. Profession-specific knowledge means mastering the complexity of infor-
mation and information structures and a depth of understanding. Thinking 
skills refer to an ability for critical analysis, creative use of knowledge, and 
anticipation of future development. Self-regulation skills and motivational 
capabilities that affect self-regulation are also important. Self-reflection of 
the person to be coached for top expertise plays a key role in developing pro-
fessional top expertise. According to Nokelainen, Ruohotie and Korpelainen 
(2008), supervisors and coaches play an important part in this process. It 
is thus essential to understand what thinking and reflection together mean, 
what tools are available for this and what, on closer inspection, we aim for 
in thinking together in the context of developing top expertise. 

The art of thinking together refers to dialogical competence, which can be 
developed consciously through dialogical methods. This will help the learn-
er to be more efficient, productive and sensitive when making progress in 
the steps of professional development. Dialogue will help intensify reflection, 
which is part of efficient learning (see Schön, 1983), highlighting the signifi-
cance of the learning community. The objective of this article is to elucidate 
the idea of a learning community that works dialogically and in which the 
participants' competence potential can be better realised as a result of re-
flection based on dialogical methods. If the teacher or the coach is lacking in 
key dialogical competence, a lot of the potential for top expertise will be lost.

What is a learning community that works dialogically like?

In a dialogical learning community, the participants do more or less equal 
amounts of talking and listening, they put self-emphasis or unnecessary 
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defences aside, they continue a dialogue even when it feels difficult, they are 
alert and sensitive to the other participants, and they describe the way they 
think without "hidden agendas". They have realized that they have the same 
value as human beings. Acting in this way is based on dialogical competence. 
It is part of social skills, acting in different social contexts where verbal com-
munication plays a key role in the activities and their development. One basic 
assumption of dialogue is that learning takes place through active participa-
tion in a community. Dialogical participation can be understood in an every-
day sense or on the basis of scientific information. All conversation is not di-
alogue (Bohm, 1996). Dialogue is based on equal co-construction of under-
standing. It is shared thinking and getting well acquainted with certain sub-
ject and activity. (Aarnio & Enqvist, 2002). Dialogue is a demanding form of 
conversation, and there are many conditions for its coming into existence. 
Thinking together dialogically means a mindful, inquiring and wondering 
conversation in the here and now, in which authentic thoughts and feelings 
as well as personal desires and wishes (intentions) can be accessed by means 
of a dialogical attitude and ways of acting.

Dialogue can be practised alone with individual learners or in groups of learn-
ers. Woolley, Chabris, Pentland, Hashmi and Malone (2010) studied the col-
lective intelligence of groups of two to five participants, in other words, the 
group's ability to perform a wide variety of tasks. According to their results 
(ibid.), collective intelligence is not dependent on having one or more intelli-
gent individuals in the group, but it has a direction related to such factors as 
the social sensitivity of the group members and equal turn-taking in the con-
versation. Groups where conversation was dominated by a few people had 
less collective intelligence than groups where turn-taking was more equal. 
It could thus be concluded that collective intelligence also culminates in di-
alogical competence in a learning community. Dialogical competence can be 
divided into four areas, which are 1) Dialogic attitude (State of mind for en-
gaging in dialogue), 2) Making dialogue non-fuzzy (Preparatory orientation 
to dialogue), 3) Creating a dialogical moment, dialogue tools, and 4) Creating 
an overall view and new understanding (Building a general view through di-
alogue (Aarnio, 2012; Aarnio, Enqvist, Sukuvaara, Kekki & Kokkonen, 2008). 
The areas of dialogical competence include dialogical ways of acting, and di-
alogical methods have been developed for learning these (see Aarnio, 2012). 

What dialogical methods are there for developing top expertise?

The following dialogical methods (Aarnio, 2012) are examples of ones that are 
suited for developing top expertise. 

1.	 Methods that foster a dialogic attitude include the As equals and Open, 
sincere expression methods. The As equals method helps participants 
understand how they can create a trusting, safe and relaxed atmos-
phere in a learning situation that shows respect for themselves and 
others. The Open, sincere expression method increases the partici-
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pants' understanding of openly and honestly voicing their thoughts, 
which is particularly demanding in difficult problem-solving situa-
tions and conversations.

2.	 Methods that make a dialogue non-fuzzy include Dialogue tickets, 
Word-for-word listening, Imprisoned by preconceptions, and Sus-
pend and wonder. The Dialogue tickets method teaches, in partic-
ular, thinking together symmetrically. It helps understand what it 
means for each participant to speak and listen in turn. The Word-
for-word listening method gives the participants an idea of how to re-
ceive information carefully and how significant this is. The Impris-
oned by preconceptions method helps participants recognize and be-
come aware of their current ideas and basic assumptions and per-
ceive their links to possibilities of thinking and acting in a new way. 
The Suspend and wonder method teaches participants to put aside 
their current ideas and basic assumptions in order to free them to 
genuinely wonder together about why things are in a certain way and 
to develop activities from a new perspective. These methods help 
make the conversation "bright", lively and fresh.

3.	 Methods for creating a dialogical moment include The art of inquiry 
– the power of questions, Catching hot words, and Delve deeper. The 
art of inquiry – the power of questions method helps participants to 
open the way others are thinking, to assist others in developing their 
thinking, and to promote shared creation of knowledge. The Catching 
hot words method helps participants to find crucial key phrases in 
what the others are saying, or so-called ‘hot speak’. The Delve deep-
er method instructs the participants in explaining the key phrases of 
what the others say, to grasp the subsurface layers of thinking. This 
is essential for opening new tracks in thinking and action. 

4.	 Methods that create an overall view and new understanding include 
Let's weave a synthesis and Find the missing pieces. Weaving an 
overall view, or a synthesis, by making use of each participant's way 
of thinking helps to analyse what has been learnt and reveals the cur-
rent status of thinking and action. The Find the missing pieces meth-
od reaches authentic questions that take the learning to a higher lev-
el (Aarnio, 2012).

Dialogical methods help in reaching the subsurface sources of thinking and 
action, revealing both the learner's personal strengths and his or her obsta-
cles to learning and weak points. When the learners verbalise their actions, 
their zones of proximal development are simultaneously engaged (Vygotsky, 
1978). Dialogue that draws on collective intelligence in a learning commu-
nity takes place in the zones of proximal development, in thinking and act-
ing in the here and now, and timely assistance and support that meet the 
right needs can thus be provided. The aim is at the realisation of each learn-
er's potential by using their full capacity of reflection. In so-called core re-

Dialogical methods for developing top expertise
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flection, the following issues are addressed: (1) What problems can you per-
ceive in this experience, this situation? (2) What would you like to achieve in 
an optimal situation, and how do your behaviour, your feelings, your mental 
images of yourself and beliefs obstruct the attainment of this goal? (3) What 
core qualities are needed to achieve the ideal situation and to overcome the 
restrictions? (4) How can these core qualities become reality? (Korthagen & 
Vasalos 2009, 8.) In a conversation that draws on collective intelligence and 
progresses dialogically, it is possible to tackle these questions, making core 
reflection more likely.

Core reflection

The mastering of complex information structures, critical thinking and cre-
ative application of knowledge that are part of professional top expertise are 
linked to the nature of the learning and development process. This compris-
es versatile dialogues, experiments, analyses, comparisons, assessments and 
creation of something new, in which process reflection plays a key role. Reflec-
tion is traditionally understood as thinking about an experience or a situation, 
often with the aim of staying at the rational knowledge-based level. According 
to Korthagen and Vasalos (2009, 5), this is not enough in a powerful profes-
sional development process. The subsurface motives should be reached and 
they should be modified. They (ibid.) specify six levels of reflection: (1) the en-
vironment (what the entire context is like?), (2) behaviour (what do I do?, how 
do I act?), (3) competencies (what can I do?), (4) beliefs (ideas and beliefs that 
I hold), (5) professional identity (who am I/what am I like), (6) mission (what 
inspires me, what do I want?). Reflection that reaches the fifth and sixth level 
addresses the so-called cores. The levels of identity and mission are left out in 
ordinary reflection, and thus possibilities for deeper professional learning are 
lost. Personal strengths thus remain hidden, and the obstacles and difficulties 
that block the path to optimal development are never revealed and overcome. 

If reflection in a learning or coaching situation reaches the cores, we are pre-
sent in the here and now. This applies equally to thinking and emotions as 
well as to what the learner intends, wants, desires, needs or strives for (inten-
tions) in his or her development. This way, the learners can recognize cogni-
tive, emotional and motivational aspects, personal strengths and internal ob-
stacles that prevent them from being realised (Korthagen & Vasalos, 2009). 
In dialogical reflection and scaffolding, generalising interpretations and ex-
planations of the learner's actions are done away with, as the conversation is 
lacking in automatic talk that comes in certain types of ready-made 'down-
loadings'. Consequently, the learners' problems and difficulties are genuinely 
encountered in the here and now. The learning of self-regulation skills, which 
is important in developing top expertise, learning is connected with mind-
ful presence (see also Horelli & Haverinen, 2009). In a state of mindful pres-
ence, learners are aware of the intentions of their actions, they are able to fo-
cus their attention on the desired objects, and their attitude is positive. Re-
flection stemming from full presence implemented through dialogical meth-
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ods, which is important in developing top professional expertise, requires 
preparation and coaching (see Aarnio, 2012). Experiencing the genuine joy 
of discovering a learner's development potential is worth striving for. For 
this purpose, it is worth pausing to reflect and to create the best possible fu-
ture in a dialogical learning community.
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STEM subjects – important, but not attracting 
much interest?

Jouni Enqvist

The strange situation of STEM contents

In Finland, Europe and the United States, especially in the so-called suc-
cessful welfare economies, education in STEM contents is facing a rather 
confusing situation (in this article, STEM refers to math, science and tech-
nology as part of the learning contents, especially in technical field educa-
tion: S= Science, T= Technology, E= Engineering, and M= Mathematics). A 
number of recent studies (see, e.g., Osborne & Dillon, 2008) indicate that 
these fields, and teaching in them, are considered important and necessary, 
in particular for the nation's success and to keep up with global competi-
tion. Students of various ages also generally consider STEM subjects to be 
important. The problem is, however, that they are not interested in study-
ing STEM contents (see, e.g., PCAST, 2010). They are unwilling to work and 
make an effort in these subjects, or to pursue careers where STEM contents 
are needed.

Surprisingly, one of the main findings of the extensive ROSE (Relevance Of 
Science Education) study that examined the status of science teaching in 
Europe (Sjøberg & Schreiner, 2006) was that the more highly developed a 
country is, the less interested the students are in studying science. How can 
we expect to achieve top expertise in technical fields (for example, in Fin-
land) if students are not interested in science, and young people at the age 
of 15 (girls in particular) have no enthusiasm for studying them? In addition, 
there are signs that show that the standard of math skills in our schools has 
clearly dropped in recent years (see, e.g., the article “Pisa-tutkimus vain os-
atotuus suomalaisten matematiikan taidoista” ("The Pisa study is only a par-
tial truth about Finns' math skills”), 2005), even if Finland has scored re-
sults in international comparisons (including the Pisa study) that are good 
in a certain sense. Where could we find a foundation for fulfilling the wish-
es expressed in the report “Suomi tarvitsee maailman parasta insinööri-
osaamista” (“Finland needs the world's best engineering expertise”, 2009)?
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This inconsistency associated with the STEM area of competence is also cru-
cial because the lack of interest is not a global problem, but one that express-
ly concerns highly developed nations in Europe and the United States. Inter-
national comparisons have revealed that the math and science skills of Amer-
ican students are no longer the best in the world (see, e.g., PCAST, 2010). This 
has sparked national concern in the United States about what lies beneath the 
average test results and lack of interest. It is surmised that schools lack teach-
ers who are excited about their fields. On the other hand, in countries such 
as China, India and Asia in general, there is considerable enthusiasm and po-
tential for learning STEM contents. As top expertise in the STEM fields is a 
critical factor for the vitality and development of national economies, it is 
clear that in all highly developed countries, including Finland, it is desira-
ble to produce adequately wide-based top expertise in the STEM fields. For 
example, too many American students act as though they had decided ear-
ly on in their studies that STEM subjects are boring, difficult or unwelcom-
ing (PCAST, 2010). The same trend can be seen in Europe (see, e.g., Osborne 
& Dillon, 2008). 

The critical nature of the issue is further emphasised by the fact that this 
is also about democracy and equality. The world is becoming increasingly 
technological, and global natural phenomena and the forms of interaction 
between humans and the environment are becoming increasingly complex. 
Developed societies are entirely dependent on high technology and various 
technological applications. Ordinary people should have at least some under-
standing of these processes in order to live as fully competent citizens in an 
ever more complicated world. Or would we perhaps like to hand over the un-
derstanding of, and performing the calculations for, all these difficult ques-
tions to some mathematics and sciences elite on the other side of the world? 
Surely this is not what we want?

The only possible basic assumption is that we must have means for interest-
ing a larger number of students in learning STEM contents and getting an in-
creasing share of them to strive for top expertise in the subjects. There obvi-
ously is a variety of reasons and explanations associated with different areas 
of life for the problem brought up in the beginning of this article. Of these ex-
planations, the special focus of this article is on those that teachers can influ-
ence by their actions, through implementation of teaching and curriculum-
based solutions. Is there something in the methods and techniques used to 
teach mathematics and science, some sort of built-in feature that results in 
difficulties and puts students off? Maybe this is the case, and we should do a 
lot more to take these special features into account in various teaching and 
learning situations. 

The nature of STEM contents

STEM contents have some features that play a role in learning and teach-
ing (PCAST, 2010). What is characteristic of mathematics and science in par-
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ticular is a strongly cumulative, pyramid-like structure and progression in 
the work. In practice, each step forward in mathematics is based on pri-
or knowledge and skills. As a consequence, students who encounter prob-
lems with certain content areas early on usually face increasing difficulties 
as they progress in their study of mathematics. Conceptual understanding, 
or the understanding of abstract structures, is more important than regur-
gitating facts. 

The characteristics of STEM knowledge also include strong specialisation, 
as a result of which the students cannot easily find a natural way of associ-
ating this specialist knowledge and methods with everyday contexts. How, 
then, could the teacher forge links to these issues in the teaching and make 
STEM contents personally relevant to the students?

As a result of scientific progress and technological advancement, especially 
in the fields of natural science and technology, STEM knowledge constant-
ly changes and develops, and it also contains plenty of cross-disciplinary 
knowledge (PCAST, 2010). The discipline expands rapidly, and we have to 
modify our own understanding as a result of this new knowledge and ad-
vanced technological tools. This brings plenty of interesting new outlooks 
and possibilities to the STEM fields. It also places great challenges on teach-
ers and students in terms of the contents. 

The makings of a STEM teacher's identity

In the light of what we have discussed above, the situation in STEM sub-
jects appears rather gloomy. The idea is, however, that teachers can, through 
their own actions, have a decisive impact on both the students' attitudes to-
wards STEM contents and their work approach, their enthusiasm, and the 
creation of potential top expertise in STEM subjects. The teacher's actions 
play a key role in sparking enthusiasm and interest in the student (Maltese & 
Tai, 2010). There is also a wide consensus on, and clear evidence of, the fact 
that teachers have significant influence on the learning of their students and 
that the quality of teaching explains a great share of the variations in learn-
er achievements (National Research Council, 2010). In this situation, vital 
building blocks include (1) the teacher's adequately deep Content Knowledge 
(CK) and (2) the teacher's Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK). 

1.	 Once the teachers' content knowledge of the subject to be taught 
(mathematics, for example) is deep enough, they are able to explain 
the various concepts, operations, procedures and operating methods 
to the students from multiple perspectives (PCAST, 2010). This will 
enable the students to find their own optimal ways of understand-
ing the issues, even difficult ones. The teachers must be able to justi-
fy content-related arguments appropriately and answer the students' 
difficult and inquisitive questions constructively, rather than just re-
plying "because it's a rule". Teachers with deep content knowledge of 
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the subject to be taught are brave enough and prepared to encourage 
the students to develop relevant questions. These probing questions 
will then naturally lead the students towards deeper sets of problems, 
which will enable – following the ideas of dialogical thinking) – more 
intensive and reciprocal collaborative work. In-depth, up-to-date con-
tent knowledge also ensures that the teacher is aware of what rapidly 
developing technologies and, in particular, the advancing IT applica-
tions, mean for the STEM contents (PCAST, 2010). How could these 
change the preferences and priorities of the content to be studied, what 
should be left out, and what will it replace it? The teacher must also 
find connections between the contents of the subjects to be studied 
and the real world to help students feel that STEM subjects are rele-
vant and meaningful for them. 

2.	 While there is plenty of evidence from research and other sources 
to show that the deeper a teacher's content knowledge is, the better 
STEM teacher he or she is, we also know that the competence of a great 
teacher comprises not only content knowledge but also strong ped-
agogical knowledge and skills. At the centre of this issue is the con-
cept of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) formulated by Lee Shul-
man (1987). PCK highlights the special pedagogical issues of teaching 
a certain substance, for example, mathematics. The concept of PCK 
has been analysed and described in concrete terms by many research-
ers, including Magnusson, Krajcik and Borko (1999) and Williams & 
Lockley (2012). How does PCK manifest itself in practice in the actions 
of a great teacher? 

Skilful STEM teachers have a handle on the students' initial assump-
tions of the substance to be studied, say mathematics. They recognize 
the mindset that the students bring with them to the learning situa-
tion. They understand what makes certain concepts related to the con-
tent difficult or easy to learn and are able to act accordingly. They have 
an idea of what methods of presenting the concepts and illustrations 
work in a situation of a specific type. They know which approaches are 
perfect for the content discussed at any one time and how the elements 
of the content to be discussed can be organised and structured. They 
have knowledge of factors that can facilitate or, on the other hand, ob-
struct the learning of a particular content. In STEM subjects, it is vital 
for the teacher to plan and implement learning situations that reflect 
the student's current way of thinking and conceptual misunderstand-
ings. This way, the teacher can understand what some erroneous idea 
held by the learner is based on and thus help the learner in precise-
ly the right issue. Gradually, a change will take place in the student's 
thinking, whereby remembering is starting to be replaced by concep-
tual, structural understanding. Thus PCK is the area of competence 
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that determines whether the teacher is a great teacher. Pedagogical 
content knowledge is the foundation on which a competent teacher 
builds a collaborative learning situation. 

Elements of productive STEM pedagogy 

Above, we discussed the special characteristics of STEM content and the 
competence of a skilled STEM teacher. But what are the elements of good 
STEM pedagogy for today? There is strong research evidence (see, e.g., Na-
tional Research Council, 1999) suggesting that active, cooperative, collab-
orative and inquiry-based methods promote learning, the retention of in-
formation and skills in higher-order thinking. Based on extensive research 
material, Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde (2005) have collected best practic-
es for teaching mathematics and science. They claim that the essential ele-
ments are the following: (1) Ensuring that learning is concrete and active by 
using software, materials and tools that help make concepts more explicit; 
(2) Using interactive and cooperative working methods; (3) Using discussion 
and inquiry; (4) Using the formulation of inquiring questions and making 
conjectures; (5) Using justification of thinking; (6) Striving to make think-
ing more transparent in connection with problem-solving, for example by 
writing; (7) Using problem-solving approach to instruction, making con-
tent integration a part of instruction; (8) Using technological tools, includ-
ing computers and calculators; (9) Promoting the teacher's role as a facilita-
tor, in other words, their role in facilitating learning; (10) Highlighting car-
ing for the students; and (11) Using continuous assessment as part of con-
structing teaching situations. On the list of best practices, teachers usually 
find items 1 and 8 easy to understand and have also tried them in practice 
to at least some extent. On the other hand, items 2–7 and 9–11 are less fa-
miliar to many in practical teaching. Most of the less familiar practices con-
cern dialogical competence in interactive situations (Aarnio, Enqvist, Suku-
vaara, Kekki and Kokkonen, 2008). Pedagogical activities following the DI-
ANA operating model created for vocational education combine all the best 
practices on this list (Aarnio & Enqvist, 2002). 

All in all, it is currently a precondition for beginning studies and being suc-
cessful in them that the student finds the content authentic, or relevant to 
him or her, personally meaningful. Studying must be learner-centred, and 
it must have a strong association with real life and real world contexts. Such 
problem-based integrative methods will thus become more prominent than 
before in which, for example in education in the technical sector, mathe-
matics, science and information technology are naturally embedded in all 
those content areas with which they are also associated in real life (see, e.g., 
Furner & Kumar, 2007). One example of integrative implementation of this 
type of a problem-based learning process is the STEM pedagogical operat-
ing method that I devised in HAMK Professional Teacher Education Unit 
(Kurikka et al., 2010), a key part of which is the TPM cycle (T=Technology, 
P= Physics, M=Mathematics). The TPM cycle is a kind of extension of the so-
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called five-step mathematics cycle (OECD 2003, 38). In the TPM cycle, the in-
itial problem is an interesting real-life technological issue. While the students 
are solving this problem, they come across various mathematical and scientif-
ic contents, which are then brought up and discussed whenever they natural-
ly emerge as the students are working on the initial problem. During an op-
tional module of the Professional Teacher Education Unit and in a group ori-
ented towards the technical field, student teachers put together learning pro-
cesses in line with the TPM cycle, and the outcomes of the implementations 
thus created have been encouraging. Item 7 on the aforementioned list of best 
practices (Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde, 2005) has an interesting link spe-
cifically with the TPM cycle in learning mathematical and technical subjects.

Studying math and natural sciences content unavoidably requires a certain 
amount of effort and hard work from the students. Unfortunately, there is no 
shortcut to understanding these issues. In her study, Dweck (2007) interest-
ingly points out how the students' ideas of the quality of their intelligence have 
an impact on how they work and make efforts to learn new and challenging 
content. The differing attitudes of students toward their own intelligence (ei-
ther as a fixed trait or as developing) steer both their attitudes and their work-
ing methods regarding the content to be studied. Those who believe that their 
intellectual ability is a fixed trait, are afraid to make an effort, as they feel that 
intelligence should lead to success on its own accord. They turn down chal-
lenges they find difficult, and they may even stop working altogether. Students 
who believe in the possibility of developing their intelligence, on the other 
hand, become enthusiastic and have the dedication and persistence to work 
hard to obtain new skills (Dweck, 2007). In this question, which is crucial for 
learning, a skilful teacher will highlight the possibility of developing intelli-
gence and reward students for their efforts and persistent work. 

Top expertise in a STEM teacher means that he or she manages to encour-
age students to approach STEM issues. Enthusiastic teachers are influential, 
and they even have a kind of love for their field. They manage to make the stu-
dents feel that the learning contents are relevant and meaningful to them. In 
the spirit of Vygotsky's zone of proximal development (1978), they succeed in 
helping their students just at the right moment, at the right point, in the right 
manner, and to the right extent. And finally, they also know how to let go just 
at the right time, when the students can manage the theme in question on 
their own. There is a way forward.
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Social media: enriching guidance environments

Sanna Ruhalahti

Digitalised environments based on social networking are part of our every-
day life, both as learners and as human beings. These digital-era environ-
ments have brought into our lives peerness, ubiquity and the means of exert-
ing influence of a new type. This article discusses social media in the frame 
of reference of top expertise. 

It has been said that social media enhances what you already are. In profes-
sional publications in the educational sector, using social media for teach-
ing, guidance and counselling is typically passed over with nothing but a 
few examples. The field of vocational teaching still has some way to go to a 
versatile and extensive everyday use of the new media and mobile informa-
tion networks. Comparing these with the more traditional tools of teach-
ing, guidance and counselling is difficult and challenging. They are a multi-
dimensional technique that allows you to work flexibly wherever you are, a 
way of being present outside the walls of the classroom and the workshop. 

When will skills in using the social media be part of the vocational compe-
tence required in the labour market? This is an important and topical ques-
tion. Skills in using the social media challenge our operating culture and 
the ways in which we work. It is said that in the future, work will be more 
transparent than today. Studies indicate that willingness to exchange voca-
tional information is increased by the valuable information and social cap-
ital obtained from one's peers, and the fact that these vocational communi-
ties have facilitated the joint production and creation of information. It has 
been observed that acting in a community helps to ensure that the partici-
pants have a wide scope of thinking and that they question their own prac-
tices (Kajan, Koivisto, Mattila, Pöntiskoski, 2011). 

Open online services combine working together, presence, exerting influ-
ence and a low threshold of use. To be active in these environments, you do 
not always have to agree on schedules, and everyone can contribute what-
ever resources they have. Working and acting together is documented, and 



94 Towards Vocational Top Expertise

your mailbox is not clogged with constantly updated drafts or an avalanche 
of messages. Online chat that supports processes and working together pro-
vides timely peer support and empowers learning and competence develop-
ment. Versatile use of the social media also creates interesting and enriching 
opportunities for coaching and preparation. In this article, I will give a few 
pointers, but let the personal creativity of each top coach be the limit for the 
real possibilities of these new applications.

Ubiquitous coaching

"Ubiquitous" is derived from the Latin "ubique", which means 'everywhere'. In 
other words, this catchphrase says that something is everywhere, but it does 
not say what. The term "ubiquitous computing" was defined by Mark Weis-
er at Xerox laboratories in the late 1980s. The aim was to create technology 
that would always be present and that would be so easy to use that you would 
not even notice it. 

At their best, social media environments and communities offer possibilities 
for goal-oriented and methodical action. Making use of these environments 
in guidance and coaching will contribute the following resources to the ac-
tivities:

33 timeliness

33 flexibility

33 reflectiveness

33 sharing of information in the learning community

33 problem-solving

33 working collectively in a community

33 documentation of processes.

Making use of these empowering qualities of the social media (Figure 1) in 
professional communities is the foundation of modern development, work 
and presence.
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Social media environments in 
guidance and coaching

Working environments (on/offline):
•	 wikis
•	 blogs
•	 iGoogle
•	 online	communities	(Ning,	Facebook	etc.)

Documentation, saving and sharing 
of information:
•	 sky	services	(Dropbox,	Google	Drive	etc.)
•	 media	services	8Youtube,	Picasa	etc.)
•	 wikis

Online-guidance:
•	 Skype
•	 Hangout	(Google)
•	 chats	(Facebook)
•	 mobile	solutions	(WhatsUp)

Social 
media 
visibility:
•	 Twitter
•	 Facebook
•	 Linkedln
•	 Blog	(public)
•	 Google+
•	 Youtube

Scheduling:
•	 Doodle

The leading blog 
(teacher)

Blog: student 2 Status updates 
on Facebook

Blog: student 3 Links on Delicious

Blog: student 4 Tweets on Twitter

Blog: student 5
Study pictures on Picasa

Blog: student 1

Study case videos 
on Youtube

FIGURE 1.	 Social media applications suitable for guidance

Communal online services and applications are at the core of the social me-
dia. As tools, online communities, media services, blogs and wikis are a part 
of social media use, also in the worlds of learning. Various communities 
serve as forums for collective development and intelligence, versatile blogs 
enable new types of competence sharing and reflectivity, and wiki environ-
ments also enable process documentation, not forgetting the possibilities of 
the real-time linkage of versatile media services. 

We must also be aware of the fact that learning across information networks 
is not about taking traditional study to seemingly new environments, but 
about deeper learning. Deep learning, on the other hand, requires effort. 
Study guidance is taking on a new meaning, and guidance as something 
that promotes and supports the learning process should not be overlooked. 

New ways of monitoring the learning community's problem-solving or pro-
duction of cognitive understanding are offered for counsellors. Responsi-
bility for learning cannot be left up to technology in this environment, and 
learning will always take place through the student's personal action and 
thinking, as well as through the social interaction that supports them, for 
example in some of the key formats of the new social media: blogs and com-
munities. 

Social media introduces new dimensions to guidance, counselling and 
coaching; to interaction as well as to publication, networking and learning 
together. At best, it allows the teacher to support and coach many types of 
students over multiple channels. 
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Top experts on Facebook

Facebook, the community service of social media, is a conglomeration of nu-
merous networks, which is said to reach its members almost daily. From the 
perspective of learning and learning communities, Facebook is very inter-
esting. 

A Facebook group: A learning community can be set up by anyone logged on 
to the community, and moderating it is very easy. The threshold to acting and 
taking part is often very low. Determining how you can join the group and 
how public it is can be easily done by using the group settings. 

FIGURE 2.	 On the Facebook pages of the Huiput Kehiin project, members can comment and start 
discussions on top expertise.

A Facebook page: The page functionality of this service can be used to rapid-
ly get together persons taking part in the same event or occasion. Organisa-
tions, information communities and various events can create their own Fa-
cebook sites, which usually are usually always public. The pages draw peo-
ple in and keep them alert with their status updates. The page functionali-
ty can, for example, be used to document your own competence by using the 
page as a portfolio.

Blogging by top experts

Of all social media tools, blogs in their versatility are some of the best appli-
cations. Blogs can be used and organised in different ways, and various multi-
media material can be linked to them. Multimedia activities are a natural part 
of documenting, describing, reflecting upon and analysing your own compe-
tence. The group may use a shared blog, in which everyone has equal read-
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ing, writing and editing rights. In a collective community of this type, each 
member has his or her own significance and role. One way of using blogs is 
that the teacher/counsellor has an administrator’s blog, while the commu-
nity members all have their personal blogs (Figure 2).

Social media environments in 
guidance and coaching

Working environments (on/offline):
•	 wikis
•	 blogs
•	 iGoogle
•	 online	communities	(Ning,	Facebook	etc.)

Documentation, saving and sharing 
of information:
•	 sky	services	(Dropbox,	Google	Drive	etc.)
•	 media	services	8Youtube,	Picasa	etc.)
•	 wikis

Online-guidance:
•	 Skype
•	 Hangout	(Google)
•	 chats	(Facebook)
•	 mobile	solutions	(WhatsUp)

Social 
media 
visibility:
•	 Twitter
•	 Facebook
•	 Linkedln
•	 Blog	(public)
•	 Google+
•	 Youtube

Scheduling:
•	 Doodle

The leading blog 
(teacher)

Blog: student 2 Status updates 
on Facebook

Blog: student 3 Links on Delicious

Blog: student 4 Tweets on Twitter

Blog: student 5
Study pictures on Picasa

Blog: student 1

Study case videos 
on Youtube

FIGURE 3.	 Blogs as a learning community

When using blogs, attention should be paid to working communally and pro-
viding careful instructions. Reflective work can also be achieved through 
peer collaboration, and every participant's thinking is expanded as their 
area of competence develops. Blogs are also highly suitable as working envi-
ronments for structured teaching and various processes, as they are highly 
accessible and can thus be used for many activities. In the majority of vari-
ous blog platforms, the settings allow you to set the publicity status, and in 
part, they also allow working in private.

Social media visibility

The type of use you make of the various tools is significant in all social me-
dia solutions. Accepting social media as part of your work and everyday self 
will bring the teacher new experiences. However, drawing on the environ-
ments the social media offers makes guidance and counselling more inter-
esting for today's actors, both young and slightly older, and it brings add-
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more conventional methods. Comparing social media tools with other teach-
ing instruments and environments remains a challenge, as this phenomenon 
is highly multidimensional. Each teacher must personally weigh these issues, 
and make their individual personal choices and set their limits on social me-
dia visibility. 

In order to look ahead, you sometimes also have to look behind you. At best, 
making guidance, counselling and coaching an everyday part of social media 
environments is an empowering experience on which you would not wish to 
miss out. To achieve this, the teacher must work with his or her full personal-
ity, and outside the classroom as well.
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Top excellence and learning entrepreneurship

Heikki Hannula 

This paper was produced within the YVI project. YVI (2010 – 2013) 
is a Finnish national interdisciplinary development and research 
project that aims at developing entrepreneurship education for 
teacher education, both vocational and general. The project is fi-
nanced by the ESF and the Finnish National Board of Education.

Introduction

Recent research indicates that entrepreneurship is something that you can 
learn and grow into, rather than a characteristic you are born with. Both 
the interest of researchers and the government's strategic intent are point-
ing in the same direction. While research formerly was mainly interested in 
characteristics and genomes that favour entrepreneurship, it now increas-
ingly focuses on processes expected to support learning entrepreneurship 
and personal growth into an entrepreneur (Kyrö, 2001). Government actors, 
however, have sought to promote entrepreneurship at the international, na-
tional, regional and even local level alike. The Green Paper – Entrepreneur-
ship in Europe was published by the European Commission in 2003, and it 
can be seen as one of the starting points for these efforts. Various countries 
have gone on to translate the policies set out in this document into various 
expressions of strategic intent, including government programmes as well 
as development plans and other publications by ministries of education and 
culture. A number of projects aiming to promote entrepreneurship and en-
trepreneurship education have been drafted and implemented on their basis.

As a phenomenon, entrepreneurship means not only external entrepreneur-
ship in the form of independent business activities but also an entrepreneur-
ial attitude. The latter refers to acting in an entrepreneurial spirit both in 
your tasks at work and in your hobbies and other activities. Organisation-
al entrepreneurship, on the other hand, means that an entrepreneurial at-
titude is embedded in the organisation's operating culture. Internal entre-
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preneurship is linked to the dynamics of the forms of entrepreneurship dis-
cussed above, and it finds its expression in their dialogue (Kyrö & Ripatti, 
2005, 17–18).

Top excellence, too, can manifest itself not only as working for someone else 
but also as running your own business. It is also something that you can learn 
and grow into. It may find its expression both in individual and organisation 
level activities. The processes associated with both top excellence and entre-
preneurship have attracted plenty of attention in recent years. An attempt has 
also been made to combine these two; this is indicated by the fact that entre-
preneurship has been introduced as a new category in competitions where top 
performers test their skills. In addition, an effort has been made to give a sep-
arate score for entrepreneurship when assessing the various categories. En-
trepreneurship has also been included as one of the themes of certain semi-
nars and meetings focusing on top excellence.

Characteristics of top performers include advanced vocation-specific skills, 
natural talent, favourable environmental factors, and motivation for long-
term training and development of competence. It is also vital for a top per-
former to be able to handle feedback from the environment, both at times of 
success and failure (Nokelainen, 2010). Some of the same and similar attri-
butions are also associated with entrepreneurship (Gibb, 2005). At a general 
level at least, we can say that while we develop top excellence, we also devel-
op entrepreneurship and vice versa.

Promoting entrepreneurship thus also benefits the development of top excel-
lence, regardless of whether the top performers have ambitions to work as 
specialists employed by others or if they will draw on their competence and 
expertise as independent entrepreneurs. A precondition for enterprising al-
ways is some type of competitive advantage compared to other companies in 
the field. For example, this competitive advantage may be based on the enter-
prise's location or inexpensive price levels. But above all it can be based on 
unrivalled excellence (Porter, 1985). 

Starting points for learning entrepreneurship

Previously, the time following the emergence of entrepreneurial intention has 
been prioritised in the teaching and planning of entrepreneurship-related 
learning. Currently, however, the focus is shifting towards the time preced-
ing the intention (Kyrö, Lehtonen & Ristimäki, 2007). Currently, a key task 
of entrepreneurship education is to offer the students ideas and insights into 
how they could employ themselves as entrepreneurs, rather than to feed them 
easily digestible information about setting up a business and running an en-
terprise. This also entails a completely different pedagogical perspective. In-
stead of just receiving information the student learns, for example, to toler-
ate uncertainty and ambiguity (e.g. Kyrö 2006), to spot and capitalize on op-
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portunities (e.g. Shane & Venkataraman, 2000) and to act in various net-
works (e.g. Saraswathy 2008).

According to Kyrö (2001), learning entrepreneurship comprises understand-
ing an individual as a unique, risk-taking, creative and innovative, free and 
responsible actor. In other words, the starting point is the individual, who 
still acts as part of the community around him/her and interacts with it. He/
she seeks for possibilities in his/her environment and strives to exploit the 
opportunities that offer themselves. Seizing opportunities is always more 
or less fraught with the risk that things will not go the way you would like. 
As an offset for the freedom, entrepreneurship is always associated with re-
sponsibility for the consequences of your actions and choices.

The level of construction of learning we strive for also plays a role. Koiranen 
& Ruohotie (1995) applied the taxonomy describing individual differenc-
es of construction developed by Snow, Corno & Jackson to learning entre-
preneurship. The learner is the subject of his/her own learning, and he/she 
must have the ability to mirror the learning experiences on his/her cur-
rent constructions (knowledge structures). To understand learning, we can 
distinguish the learner's cognitive, affective and conative structures, all of 
which support a professional performance and thus also learning this per-
formance. 

Affective structures describe the learner's temperament and emotional level. 
The key features in the affective area are characteristics, mentality, gener-
al and specific personality factors, values and attitudes. When learning en-
trepreneurship, it would thus be important to support such aspects in the 
learner as the energy born from emotion, belief in what you are doing, em-
powerment, commitment, feeling of freedom and trust. 

In the conative area, the starting points are the learner's motivation and will. 
These are in particular visible as achievement orientation, control of actions 
(self-regulation), orientation to oneself and others, career orientations, per-
sonal styles and objects of interest. The learner's motivation thus is a must in 
learning entrepreneurship. Motivation is a state of alertness in the actor that 
makes him/her act in a certain way. It also determines the direction of the 
action (Koiranen & Ruohotie, 2001). The conative area thus offers perhaps 
the most potent possibilities for learning entrepreneurship (Kyrö, 2006).

In the cognitive area, we can mainly distinguish between the learner's pro-
cedural or skills-related knowledge, and declarative knowledge associated 
with mastering factual information. Both of these are connected to general 
and specific intelligence-related factors and the learner's beliefs (Koiranen 
and Ruohotie, 2001). Entrepreneurship necessitates a variety of skills and 
knowledge, some of which are shared by all entrepreneurs. Some are deter-
mined by such factors as the operating sector or the size range of the busi-
ness. However, learning entrepreneurship is not just about learning knowl-
edge and skills but a highly versatile and multidimensional process in which 
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the learner's ability to control his/her own learning and actions, or self-reg-
ulation and ability to self-regulate, are a significant part of the learning pro-
cess (Kyrö, 2006).  

Promotion of learning entrepreneurship in vocational education

Entrepreneurship is part of all Finnish vocational upper secondary qualifi-
cations. It is also included in all qualification requirements, as entrepreneur-
ship studies account for at least five credits in all modules. The students can 
also take entrepreneurship and/or entrepreneurial activities as optional stud-
ies. Entrepreneurship is also part of further and specialist vocational quali-
fications taken as adult education, as the students must demonstrate entre-
preneurial skills in the examination. While the universities of applied scienc-
es prepare their own curricula independently, they, too, have included a great 
number of entrepreneurship related outcomes in the strategy documents that 
direct their activities (Hannula, Seikkula-Leino & Lepistö, 2011). 

When we look at learning entrepreneurship, we should be clear about what 
we wish the students to learn. We may wish them to learn a) about entrepre-
neurship, b) for entrepreneurship or c) through entrepreneurship (Scott et al. 
1998.) Information about entrepreneurship can for example be communicat-
ed by directing the students to read selected articles in the press or books, or 
on the Internet. More interesting concepts, however, are learning for entre-
preneurship, which can be developed through such activities as simulations 
and practice enterprises, and learning through entrepreneurship, which can 
in particular take place by acting in an entrepreneurial spirit or even as an 
entrepreneur. Learning through entrepreneurship requires authentic learn-
ing environments in which the students act in an entrepreneurial spirit and 
as entrepreneurs. Through these methods, the students can also learn af-
fective and conative constructions that are meaningful for entrepreneurship.

In secondary education, vocational learning is to a great extent functional, 
and links to workplace contexts are strong, for example through on-the-job 
learning and demonstrations of vocational skill. This makes analysing all 
links to entrepreneurship rather challenging. In work-oriented learning en-
vironments and pedagogical solutions, entrepreneurship is often included as 
a given (Järvi, 2013, 19 – 20).

For example, Junior Achievement Young Enterprise activities offer interest-
ing opportunities. This is an international educational model for entrepre-
neurship, the key products of which are the Company Programme and the 
24h camp. In the Company Programme concept the students, supported by a 
minor capital investment, produce goods or services that customers are pre-
pared to pay for. The activities involve a certain risk, but as the companies to 
be establish normally are rather labour-intensive and no major capital invest-
ments are required, the risks typically are very minor. On the 24h camp, the 
students learn to plan and work together. They are usually tasked to plan en-
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terprise activities in teams. The entrepreneurship category in Professional 
Skills competitions also simulates these activities.

Along with the socio-constructivist ideas of learning, learning has increas-
ingly been taken to authentic learning environments, or the workplaces. In 
Finland, the model of entrepreneurial on-the-job learning (the TOY model) 
is an interesting possibility of promoting entrepreneurship. In this model, a 
vocational student can complete an on-the-job learning module that is part 
of his/her studies, or a part of it, by acting as an entrepreneur. The practice 
company activities are an international model where the students manage 
an enterprise, while a tutor and the FINPEC, which coordinates practice en-
terprise activities in Finland, offer various impulses to support learning and, 
if necessary, act in various roles as the stakeholders of the practice company.

Learning support models at universities of applied sciences include Proa-
cademy at Tampere University of Applied Sciences and Tiimiakatemia at 
Jyväskylä University of Applied Sciences. Their key idea is that learning 
takes place in genuine enterprises set up by student teams. The students 
are given learning tasks that aim to develop their enterprises, and as they 
work on these assignments, they acquire the information they need. Com-
munal sharing of information and reflection also play a central role. In re-
cent years, many other universities of applied sciences have also developed 
their own models that support learning entrepreneurship, and it thus ap-
pears that plenty of activity is on-going in this area. This also is the aim 
stated by the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture in its publication 
Korkeakoulupohjaisen yrittäjyyden edistäminen (Promoting entrepreneur-
ship at the third level) (2009). 

The national YVI project implemented in 2010 – 2013 aimed at developing 
entrepreneurship education in teacher education. This way, an effort was 
made to support the activities of organisations engaged in teacher educa-
tion to better embrace the objectives of entrepreneurship education. The 
YVI learning environment developed by this project is, however, meant as 
a resource for all Finnish teachers. The learning environment offers a wide 
range of both information and links in a well-structured format. Its purpose 
is to support the networking of not only teachers and students but also of or-
ganisations that support entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship education. 
The organisations of entrepreneurs and business life have also been close-
ly involved in this project.

In other words, plenty of diverse efforts have already been made to pro-
mote entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship education. This does not mean, 
however, that no further work is needed. On the contrary; while the net-
working cooperation discussed above, for example, is off to a good start, the 
opportunities it offers for developing both entrepreneurship and top excel-
lence are only in their initial stages. Another great challenge is associated 
with the organisation of teaching aiming at entrepreneurship and top excel-
lence. These are only too often perceived as the activity of some small circle, 
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and anything to do with these issues is passed on to this circle as the first pref-
erence. However, they should be part of each vocational teacher's core compe-
tence. Each vocational teacher encounters both potential top performers and 
entrepreneurs in his or her work. It is also part of the core competence of each 
vocational teacher to be able to support the strengths of their students, wheth-
er they point to top excellence, entrepreneurship or something else. On the 
other hand, all students are entitled to an opportunity to achieve these goals. 
A vocational teacher has every possibility to support the success of his or her 
students, and entrepreneurship and top excellence are part of it.

References and further reading 

European Commission. 2003. Green Paper – Entrepreneurship in Europe. Brussels 
21/1/2003. COM(2002) 27. 

FINPEC. The Finnish Practice Enterprise Centre. http://www.finpec.fi/ (read on 16 
Jan 2013)

Gibb, A. 2005. The future of entrepreneurship education – Determining the basis 
for coherent policy and practice? In Kyrö, P. & Carrier, C. The Dynamics of 
Learning Entrepreneurship in a Cross-Cultural University Context. Univer-
sity of Tampere Research Centre for Vocational and Professional Education. 
Entrepreneurship Education Series 2/2005. Saarijärvi Offset Oy. pp. 44 – 66

Hannula, H., Seikkula-Leino, J. & Lepistö, J. 2011. Yrittäjyyskasvatusta ohjaavat 
strategiat suomalaisessa opettajankoulutuksessa. YKTT 6. – 7.10.2011, Lap-
peenranta.

Junior Achievement Young Enterprise http://ja-ye.eu/pls/apex31mb/
f?p=17000:1000:3527968693646214 (read on 16 Jan 2013)

Järvi, T. 2013. “Yrittäjyyden oppiminen ammatillisella toisella asteella”. Acta Elec-
tronica Universitatis Lapponiensis 109. University of Lapland. Faculty of Ed-
ucation. Lapin yliopistokustannus.

Koiranen, M. & Ruohotie, P. 2001. Yrittäjyyskasvatus: analyyseja, synteesejä ja sovel-
luksia. Aikuiskasvatus 2/01. pp. 102 – 111

Kyrö, P. 2001. Yrittäjyyskasvatuksen pedagogisia lähtökohtia pohtimassa. Aikuiskas-
vatus 2/2001 pp. 92 – 101

Kyrö, P. 2006. Avauksia riskin oppimiseen ja opetukseen. Kyrö, P. & Ripatti, A. Yrit-
täjyyskasvatuksen uusia tuulia. University of Tampere School of Economics. 
Yrittäjyyskasvatuksen julkaisusarja 4/2006. Tampereen yliopistopaino Oy – 
Juvenes Print. pp. 98 – 130



107Top excellence and learning entrepreneurship


Kyrö, P. & Ripatti, A. 2006. Yrittäjyyden opetuksen uudet tuulet. In Kyrö, P. & Ri-
patti, A. Yrittäjyyskasvatuksen uusia tuulia. University of Tampere School 
of Economics. Yrittäjyyskasvatuksen julkaisusarja 4/2006. Tampereen yli-
opistopaino Oy – Juvenes Print. pp. 10 – 30

Kyrö, P., Lehtonen, H. & Ristimäki, K. 2007. Yrittäjyyskasvatuksen suuntia et-
simässä. In Kyrö, P., Lehtonen, H. & Ristimäki, K. Yrittäjyyskasvatuksen 
monia suuntia. University of Tampere School of Economics. Yrittäjyyskas-
vatuksen julkaisusarja 5/2007. Tampereen yliopistopaino Oy – Juvenes 
Print. pp. 12 – 30

Nokelainen, P. 2010. Mistä on ammatilliset huippuosaajat tehty? Ammattikas-
vatuksen aikakauskirja 2/2010. pp. 4 – 12

Ministry of Education and Culture. 2009. Korkeakoulupohjaisen yrittäjyyden 
edistäminen. Ministry of Education working group memos and reports 
2009:10. Yliopistopaino.

Porter, M. E. 1985. Competitive advantage: Creating and sustaining superior per-
formance. New York: Free Press.

Saraswathy, S.D. 2008. Effectuation : elements of entrepreneurial expertise. Chel-
tenham, Glos. : Edward Elgar, cop. 

Scott M.G., Rosa, P. & KIandt, H. 1998. Educating entrepreneurs for wealth crea-
tion. In Scott M.G., Rosa, P. & Klandt, H. (ed.) Educating Entrepreneurs for 
Wealth Creation, Ashgate, USA. pp. 11 – 15

Shane, S. & Venkateraman, S. 2000. The promise of entrepreneurship as a field of 
research. Academy of Management Review, Vol. 25, No 1, pp 217 – 226 

Työssäoppiminen yrittäjänä, TOY-malli. http://newsletter.partus.fi/uutiskir-
je/2011-1/tyossaoppiminen-yrittajana-toy-%E2%80%93malli-ammatillisi-
in-oppilaitoksiin (read on 16 Jan 2013)

YVI. http://www.yvi.fi (read on 17 Jan 2013)



108 Towards Vocational Top Expertise

Markku Kuivalahti, PhD, works as a Principal Lecturer at the HAMK Professional Teacher Education Unit. 
In addition to teacher education, he has taken part in many projects and teaching trials. His particular inter-
ests include pedagogical models, their development and their documentation for social media environments. 

YVI (Virtual Learning Environment for Entrepreneurship Education) project
YVI is an ESF-funded project to develop teacher education coordinated by the National Board of Education active in 2010–
2013. It aims to improve the capacity for entrepreneurship education across the field of teacher education. In addition to 
ESF funding, the project is supported by the Centre for School Clubs, the Ministry of Employment and the Economy, and 
the Turku Region Development Centre. For more information, visit: www.yvi.fi.



109

Learning by teaching

Markku Kuivalahti

It is often said that teaching others is the best way to learn. This argument 
has also been put into figures by claiming that you learn 10% of what you 
read, 20% of what you hear, 30% of what you see, 70% of what you discuss, 
80% of what you experience and as much as 95% of what you have taught 
to others. On what is this conclusion based? Could it offer a basis for a ped-
agogical model? 

In IT, learning by teaching has been applied to software testing. It is easy for 
a software coder to become blind to his or her own work and any errors in it. 
If the programmer reads the code and explains it aloud to another person, it 
is much easier for him or her to detect any mistakes and shortcomings. It is 
not even necessary for the listener to understand everything about the pro-
gram. His or her presence alone is enough to make the blind spots visible. 

Using peer teachers is an old didactic method, which historically was in par-
ticular resorted to in order to make up for meagre teaching resources. More 
competent students were made teach, or at least guide, those with less ad-
vanced skills. Learning by teaching is not the same as giving a paper or a lec-
ture. On the other hand, learning by teaching can also be applied on a small-
er scale as a team work technique. This is referred to as reciprocal teaching, 
distributed expertise or the jigsaw method.

In the role of a teacher, the student is able to influence what is being taught 
and how the teaching is arranged in practice. In other words, the student 
genuinely acts as a teacher. The student does not work alone, however, as he/
she is constantly tutored by a supervising teacher.



110 Towards Vocational Top Expertise

In the role of the teacher, you can analyse the issue to be taught from a varie-
ty of angles as you seek answers to the following questions:

33 what am I teaching

33 how am I teaching

33 what are the targeted learning outcomes

33 what are the criteria for competence

33 how can I make my teaching student-centred

33 what pedagogical models and methods could I use

33 how will these models and methods promote learning

33 how can I motivate my students to work for their learning

33 how can I draw on the students' strengths in the teaching 

33 how can I take individuals and their different learning strategies into 
account in my teaching

33 what type of material will I use to support learning

33 what kind of learning environments will I use

33 how will I give feedback

33 how can I link theory to practice.

Few studies can be found in the reference literature on how learning by teach-
ing can be put to practice. In the 1980s, Frenchman Jean-Pol Martin (2007) 
started developing the pedagogical model that in Germany is known as 
Lernen durch Lehren (LdL). In particular, Martin applied his method to the 
teaching of foreign languages. 

In accordance to the socio-constructivist idea of learning we learn the best 
when we can personally construct information structures on the basis of 
knowledge that we have acquired earlier. (Tynjälä, 1999.) According to Vygot-
sky (1982) we all have our individual zones of proximal development, which 
expand as we learn something new. The goal of our cognitive development is 
socialisation; in other words, an individual's knowledge is constructed in so-
cial relations. 

Each student can be seen as a resource for learning. Especially in adult ed-
ucation, it is usual that the students have decades of experience of studying 
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and working, and it would make sense to draw on this experience in teach-
ing. Even if the students lack in-depth knowledge of the theme to be studied 
or pedagogy, reflecting previously acquired knowledge and skills on a new 
theme will enable interdisciplinary cross-pollination.

Individual learning in a group

At its best, socio-constructivism is about genuine interaction and dialogue 
between the students. ”Dialogically constructing an overall image means 
that during the discussions and knowledge creation, we listen carefully to 
everybody's ideas” (Aarnio, 2013). Supporting the individual learning pro-
cess by means of social interaction works particularly well in adult educa-
tion, but it is worthwhile also practising this learning process in the educa-
tion of young people. 

The efficiency and depth of learning depend on the extent to which the stu-
dents are interested in the learning assignment as well as motivated to study 
the associated phenomena from their own perspectives and create a shared 
understanding of the issue by means of dialogue. The best results are ob-
tained when the student can personally select the theme that he or she starts 
examining. The risk is that the student learns one aspect well but looses in-
terest and fails to take part in the construction of others. If there is no joint 
debriefing regarding the learning outcomes, the student will remain a teach-
er to him/herself only.

When learning takes place in a specialist group, many bridges are built be-
tween theoretical information and practical work. This will produce more 
intensive learning experiences and practical in-depth knowledge. What has 
been learnt formally, informally and non-formally is merged and cumulat-
ed through joint processing.

The level of coherence within the group has a direct impact on the end re-
sults. If a good chemistry and genuine cohesion exist between the group 
members, they will spur each other to good achievements. The patterns of 
participation behaviour displayed by group members can be classified fol-
lowing the old nursery rhyme: tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, beggar man. The 
soldier leads the activities, the sailor tries to get everyone to pull together, 
the tailor is a silent worker, the beggar man reaps the benefits of work done 
by others and the tinker is a seemingly active fusspot. (Kuivalahti 1999, 127.) 
A well-functioning group should consist of a soldier and a sailor, and pref-
erably several tailors. Beggar men and tinkers can be taught to become pro-
ductive members by means of group discipline and dynamics.
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Examples of students acting as teachers

In the mid-1990s, Bachelor's degree studies in IT included a course titled In-
structor training. We decided to really challenge the students. Working in 
pairs, the students immersed themselves in a certain module of the Comput-
er Driving Licence examination, prepared a curriculum for it, provided the 
training as evening and weekend classes and, finally, assessed the compe-
tence of their students. The students were adults who needed IT skills in their 
jobs. A qualified tutor teacher approved the curricula, supervised the teach-
ing and gave feedback on it. A small participation fee was collected, and the 
money was used to support teaching. The experiences were extremely posi-
tive. The activities were authentic and motivational. A pair of students had an 
average of 15 students at a time. They took turns teaching and going around 
the class instructing their students. The customers, too, were happy with the 
efficient learning method.

In 2011 – 2012, we used learning by teaching in professional teacher education 
provided by HAMK. This experiment was part of an entrepreneur training 
project (YVI) led by the University of Turku. (YVI 2013.) Nearly 50 students 
from regional groups in Lahti area took part in the experiment. The average 
age of the teacher students was 40 years, and their educational background 
varied from a vocational qualification to a doctorate. Most of them worked as 
teachers, but they had no pedagogical qualifications. Some of the participants 
worked in training tasks in business life. The majority of the teachers worked 
in vocational upper secondary education, while some were engaged in adult 
education or universities of applied sciences. The total work experience of 
the group at large was some 1,000 person-years. This was an excellent back-
drop and made it possible to draw on the students' strengths in the teaching.

We decided to apply problem-based learning (PBL). Based on their personal 
interests, we divided the students into expert groups of nine. Each group was 
responsible for teaching a single course that was part of the teacher education 
including planning, implementation and assessment. The work was based on 
the teacher education curricular (OPS), which contained a description of the 
content, learning outcomes and materials for each course. The scope of the 
theme taught by each group was five credits.

In the planning, PBL tutorial sessions were used, in which the supervising 
teacher acted as a tutor. We saved all minutes, plans and other material on 
the Moodle platform of the course, which all participants could access in the 
role of a teacher. The implementation of each course was usually based on two 
persons being responsible for the teaching during one contact teaching day. 
However, the entire group was involved in planning the content and learning 
assignments and assessing the learning outcomes.

In the beginning, resistance to change could be detected in some students. 
They would have preferred to learn in the traditional manner, with an expert 
giving them lectures based on the latest pedagogical theories. "How do we 
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know that we are teaching the right things in the right way?" was a common 
question. According to Kyrö (2006), this is a natural stage in learning to 
cope with risks. In the process model for learning to cope with risks, prepar-
edness for learning to live with risks is achieved through the stages of confu-
sion and action. Learning to cope with risks takes place by acting alone and 
together. The initial confusion is replaced by experiences of success.

Excellent feedback has always been received from students on teacher ed-
ucation, and we now anticipated severe criticism. Our shared journey of 18 
months had shown, however, that having the students acting as peer teach-
ers was a good choice. We accumulated a wide range of learning experiences, 
and the teacher-students had an opportunity to practice authentic teaching 
while still students. The average scores of the feedback even exceeded the 
averages for reference groups that received traditional teaching.

Principles of the pedagogical model of learning by teaching

Learning by Teaching (Lernen durch Lehren (LdL)) is a pedagogical mod-
el where the student genuinely takes on the role of a teacher. The group size 
used in Lahti (nine members) turned out to be too large. The students should 
be divided into expert groups of four. Each group is tasked to teach a single, 
limited module to their peers. The principles of progressive inquiry, such 
as problem-based learning (PBL), are well suited for planning the activities. 
Problem-based learning is a well-structured pedagogical model that comes 
with thorough instructions. 

As a trigger can be used the learning outcome and content description of the 
theme to be taught and the competence criteria in the curriculum. Learning 
takes place both as individual work and collectively in group sessions (tuto-
rials). A chairperson, a secretary and an observer are selected for the session. 
These roles are rotated from one session to another. The supervising teach-
er attends the sessions in the background as a silent adviser, a tutor. He or 
she always gives feedback at the end of the session and provides guidance 
for future work. (Poikela, 2002.)

In the first tutorial, all knowledge that the students already have on the 
theme is collected. The best way of doing this is a brain-storming session, in 
which the group members write all concepts relevant to the theme that they 
are familiar with on sticky notes. The terms are then grouped and struc-
tured around themes. From these themes, the group's shared learning task 
is derived. Each group member selects a theme that is of interest to him/her 
and finds more information about it during the following distance learn-
ing period. 

In the second tutorial session, each member presents the new information 
about the theme they have discovered, thus deepening and expanding the 
shared knowledge of the group. The number of these sessions may be be-
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tween two and five, depending on how demanding and extensive the subject 
is. The end result is an implementation plan for the theme to be taught. The 
group will follow this plan when teaching the theme to their peers, using the 
selected teaching, instruction and assessment methods. The task of the tutor 
teacher is to monitor the group's work and to give advice as necessary. The 
tutor should, however, avoid forcing his/her personal opinions on the group 
members and offering ready-made solutions. In order for the learning to be 
effective, the students should have as free hands as possible. 

Learning by teaching results in many types of peripheral learning. Transfer-
ring the decision-making power to the students while providing them with 
guidance gives them more responsibility and improves their commitment and 
motivation. Positive experiences as a teacher will build up their self-confi-
dence. Their skills in public speaking will develop as the student stands in 
front of the classroom and realises that he/she can cope. Teaching in pairs 
will help quiet and shy students to progress. Healthy pedagogical competition 
will emerge between the groups regarding the implementation. Teaching will 
become enriched, experience-based and diverse. The students will learn to 
search for information critically as they compare the sources they find. In ad-
dition to the theme to be taught, the students will learn about practical ped-
agogy and didactics.

Learning by teaching as part of coaching top performers

Learning by teaching should also be tried as part of coaching for vocational 
skills competitions. The trainee is forced to structure and analyse his or her 
theme from many angles when preparing to teach his/her peers. All students 
will thus benefit from top level coaching, which otherwise would be the priv-
ilege of few. Peer groups can be useful for demonstrating and practising for 
future competition tasks.

This type of peer activities are particularly well suited for producing innova-
tions. New and different solutions for the competition tasks can be developed 
by the students. On the other hand, the trainee assuming the role of a teach-
er will get deeper into the tasks as his or her fellow students take part in solv-
ing them under his/her leadership.
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Closing words

This book makes visible the work carried out by the HAMK Professional 
Teacher Education Unit and its cooperation networks to develop vocation-
al top expertise. The book is intended for all those interested in developing 
vocational competence and vocational education and training in education-
al institutions and companies alike. The issues are examined from the view-
point of young people's professional growth into top experts. 

Each article contributes a vital perspective on developing top expertise. 
The authors of the articles, Principal Lecturers and Senior Lecturers at 
the HAMK Professional Teacher Education Unit, expound in this book in a 
unique way on their experiences in professional teacher education and the 
results of studies they have conducted in their individual areas of expertise. 
The aims of the publication also include disseminating the results of these 
development and research projects.

Developing top expertise is examined at the levels of the individual, the op-
erating environment and the methods. The shared theoretical frame of ref-
erence for the articles is the definition of a top expert formulated by Profes-
sor Petri Nokelainen: "A vocational top expert is a person who, in addition 
to vocation-specific skills that have reached an autonomous level, also has 
natural talent, favourable environmental factors, and a willingness for long-
term participation in goal-oriented and guided coaching that seeks to devel-
op the optimal exploitation of mental resources through regulating intrap-
ersonal properties." 

Editing this book has been one of the highlights of my career as Principal 
Lecturer. In my role as editor, I have also learnt something new about devel-
oping vocational top expertise. I also believe that other readers will gain new 
ideas for supporting the professional growth of young top experts. I hope 
that the articles will inspire the reader to also get acquainted with the sourc-
es of additional information listed at the end of the articles. 
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Hopefully, this publication will also help fuel the discussion about how we 
can best recognize potential top experts, guide and encourage their growth, 
build learning environments that support the development of top expertise, 
and apply guidance and counselling methods that optimally support the de-
velopment of top expertise. 

I would like to extend my warmest thanks to the authors for embracing this 
project with such enthusiasm. Thanks are also due to Seija Mahlamäki-Kul-
tanen, Director of the Professional Teacher Education Unit, and Research Di-
rector Martti Majuri for the support I received while editing this book. Equal-
ly, I would like to thank Service Coordinator Sara Kaloinen for the graphic de-
sign of the book, and Matleena Jokinen for its layout.

Hämeenlinna, 23 April 2013

Tuomas Eerola 
Editor
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