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Educating ‘Euro-citizens’: A Study 
of a Vocational Uppers Secondary Programme 
in Health Care and Social Services in a Finnish 
(Sub)Urban Setting

Sirpa Lappalainen

38.1  Introduction

Nordic countries, such as Finland, have long been regarded as paradigmatic welfare 
states, where citizens receive support in order to secure their well-being as well as 
benefit from the common good (Bloch et al. 2003; Esping-Andersen 1996). 
However, the Nordic welfare state model has been eroded by the spread of neolib-
eralism, which emphasizes economic reasoning and market orientation (Gordon 
et al. 2003; Telhaug et al. 2006). This erosion of the welfare state has impacted on 
the idea of citizenship. In the Finnish context, turning points included an exception-
ally deep economic depression at the beginning of the 1990s and membership of the 
European Union in 1995. The economic depression worked to legitimate changes in 
politics and policies – neo-liberal reasoning was added to the political agenda 
through a rhetoric of necessity in a difficult economic climate (Kantola 2002). The 
concept of the ‘active citizenship’ was mobilized (Harinen 2000). Individuals were 
required to take responsibility for their own success and also for the wellbeing of 
their inner circle. One of the paradoxes was that on one hand individuals were 
pushed to take risks; on the other failure was potentially more disastrous from indi-
viduals’ point of view because the welfare state did not provide the same backup as 
previously.

The state was no longer understood as responsible for protecting individuals 
from the uncertainties of the market, but rather, for helping people to participate 
successfully in the market through education, flexible employment and tax incen-
tives (Turner 2001 p. 194). This meant that although equity remained a goal, the 
focus was more on equal access than equal outcomes, and inclusion was more 
extensively based on individual positioning in the market and patterns of 
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 consumption. Moreover, again partly due to its weak economy, Finland was excep-
tionally conformist to the Europeanisation of educational policy (Lundahl 2007; 
Ollikainen 2000), this shift in reasoning much in evidence in curriculum documents. 
This shift was exceptionally marked in curriculum documents of Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) (Lappalainen and Lahelma 2015). From the millen-
nium onwards, vocational curriculum documentation has contained discourses 
referring to a new kind of ideal subjectivity; the internationally flexible, labour-
market citizen, who on the one hand is capable and willing to cross national borders 
for employment and on the other, as a consumer and worker, also pays attention to 
national interests (Isopahkala-Bourét et al. 2014). However, for example, students 
participating in the research tended to be quite sceptical about their prospects in the 
transnational labour market, seeing their future mainly tied into the local context 
(Lappalainen 2014). The national curriculum can be understood as a programme, 
which the nation state, through political debate, has established to prepare young 
people for future citizenship (Erekson 2012; Gordon et al. 2000; Yates and Grumer 
2011). At the same time, defining desirable features of citizens works as a tool for 
social selection and control (Hargreaves 1994). However, as Ball et al. (2012, p. 3) 
argue educational policy statements are not implemented but enacted; i.e. ‘trans-
lated from text to action’ in relation to a particular historical context. Thus, although, 
statements presented in curriculum oblige educators to adopt certain pedagogical 
practices, they can be put into effect in a revised form and thus be contested.

In this chapter, I explore how the ideal subjectivity of labour-market citizen 
introduced in curriculum is (re)formed in the everyday life of a vocational upper- 
secondary college of Health Care and Social Services (HS). I have chosen to focus 
on HS because it is a sector where changes to the welfare state have been most 
pronounced (e.g. Filander 2003). Moreover, educational and vocational guidance 
(EVG) as well as employment authorities tend to propose HS for particular groups 
of people. for example, girls (Kurki 2008) and women (e.g. Antikainen 2010; Chang 
2014) with immigrant background are thus actively guided towards HS regardless 
of their previous educational history. Also for young people with low grades in 
school, HS is often seen as a ‘realistic’ educational track (e.g. Lappalainen et al. 
2013). Previous analyses of curriculum documentation suggest that the ideal subjec-
tivity, based with neo-liberal reasoning, is the labour market citizen: students are 
expected to internalise the ethos of entrepreneurship and lifelong learning, and 
become capable of change, for instance as already noted, in crossing national bor-
ders to follow the needs of the labour market (Isopahkala-Bourét et al. 2014; 
Lappalainen 2014). Although, this neo-liberal reasoning has begun to impact on the 
objectives of existing educational policy, analysis of pedagogical practices in the 
female-dominated upper-secondary college of HS complicates the picture by reveal-
ing how neo-liberal reasoning can be problematised and the social democratic basis 
of the programme actively and subtly maintained.
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38.2  Theoretical Background

This chapter draws on two research projects,1 which focused on an analysis of the 
construction of citizenship and difference in upper-secondary vocational education 
and training (VET), a field where young people are prepared for labour-market citi-
zenship. The concept of citizenship is historically constructed, and thus the eco-
nomic, political and social climate shapes the ways it is understood (Harinen 2000; 
Skeggs 2004). Following Ruth Lister (2003) and Nira Yuval-Davis (1997), citizen-
ship here is regarded as multilayered and contextualized, drawing on meanings 
from lived experience and the social, historical and political context. Historically, as 
a means to train rational, disciplined and obedient workers, vocational education 
had a special relevance in Finnish nation building and citizenship (e.g. Kettunen 
2010 p. 220). The concept of labour-market citizenship in the research projects 
refers to the transformation from representation of ideal citizenship in relation to the 
nation state, to relating instead to the transnational labour market, for example, 
involving multinational companies.

Theoretically feminist post-structuralism frames the subject as constantly in a 
process of becoming; constructing itself by drawing on available discourses and 
cultural practices, while at the same time, forced into subjectivity by the same dis-
courses and practices (Davies 2004; St. Pierre 2000). Materialism refers to under-
standing such subjectification in a social, economic and historical context (Jackson 
2001 p. 284). This approach to understanding subject formation influences how 
class is conceptualized. Although the students’ backgrounds can been described as 
working class or lower-middle class in terms of their parents’ educational and pro-
fessional backgrounds, class is not reduced merely to socio-economic status. Class 
is understood as a social position, which is changing and blurred in interaction with 
other categories, such as gender, age and ethnicity. Together these elements can be 
seen to strengthen social hierarchies, but they may also operate in contradictory 
ways (Anthias 2005 p. 36; Tolonen 2012 p. 127).

The above theoretical perspectives were intertwined with the adoption of a con-
textualised ethnographic perspective, meaning that fieldwork interpretations are 
understood against the background of current educational policy (Lahelma et al. 
2014a). This theoretical framework acknowledges both the existence of educational 
structures and governing techniques of vocational practice and politics, and how 
people located in the educational field exhibit their agency (Adkins and Skeggs 
2004). This is exemplified by analysis of subject formation in relation to ‘Social, 
Business and Labour Market’ and what it provides for (sub)urban youth subject, and 
also how it relates to the erosion of the Nordic welfare state.

1 The research projects were funded by the Academy of Finland and were entitled: Citizenship, 
Agency and Difference in Upper Secondary Education – With Special Focus on Vocational 
Institutions (project number 1131548, led by Elina Lahelma) and Learning to become practical 
nurses: Ethnography on Vocational Education of Health care and Social services (project number 
1133632, led by Sirpa Lappalainen).
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38.3  ‘Urban’ in the Finnish Context

It is important to keep in mind context when using the concept ‘urban’. This is a 
study of vocational education in a Finnish suburban setting. Finland is a relatively 
sparsely populated Nordic country with few metropolitan areas. ‘Urban’ in the 
Finnish context is usually associated with former working-class areas, now popu-
lated by the so-called ‘creative class’; that is, people working in the fields of art and 
design, information technology and academia – with music festivals, vintage shop, 
yoga studios, pop up cafes and so on. Like other Nordic countries, it is the suburban 
districts, which have the reputation as the main source of social problems, e.g. 
unemployment, poverty and substance abuse (Öhrn 2012). These are, however, 
areas where unemployment rates and proportion of population with an immigrant 
background are higher than average, and education and income levels are lower than 
average. The current tendency in Finland is to centralize public services such as 
health care, social services, education and culture into larger units, with, for exam-
ple, small local libraries and health care centres under threat. Thus availability of 
local services varies, and at its minimum, comprises just a small shopping mall with 
grocery, hair saloon and pub or pizzeria.

The welfare state still has some influence despite the erosion of public services, 
and Finland is not the worst in terms of regional segregation. Due to economic 
development, welfare policy in the capital Helsinki, for example, regional socio- 
economic differences were decreasing until the 1990s (Vaattovaara et al. 2011). 
Moreover, unlike suburban districts, for example Rosengård in Sweden or Clichy- 
sois- Bois in France, Finnish suburban areas were not subjected to violent forms of 
collective resistance. However, trends in recent decades are worrying. Structural 
changes in economy and migration have reversed patterns of socio-economic differ-
ence between the areas (Kortteinen et al. 2006) and school achievement levels 
(Kuusela 2006, 2010) and thus Finland is now closer, socio-economically, to more 
segregated countries (Bernelius 2013). At the policy level, segregation in metropoli-
tan areas is considered a social risk that needs to be avoided (e.g. Bernelius 2013). 
Still, this has not stopped governments from pursuing New Right policies, which 
deepen the gap between advantaged and less advantaged groups and strengthen 
obstacles preventing upward mobility. The revision of Basic Education Act 1998 
(628/1998, 6§; 28§) was a turning point in terms of regional educational segregation 
of education. Before the revision of the act, schools had particular catchment areas, 
which in practice meant that pupils went to the local school. After 1998, schools still 
had to take pupils living in their catchment areas. However, pupils had right to apply 
to attend a school outside their neighbourhood. In fact, this increased level of choice 
favoured more privileged groups with greater economic, cultural and social 
resources (Kosunen 2014). A more recent example of New Right policy is a govern-
ment’s bill to restrict children’s right to early childhood (pre-school) education. 
NGOs focusing on children’s right and welbeing, as well as education trade unions 
and critical researchers came out against the reform, which is considered a serious 
reversal for educational equality.
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38.4  Research Context

This chapter draws on 3 years of ethnographic fieldwork (Autumn 2007 to Spring 
2010) in one vocational upper secondary college specializing in courses in Health 
Care and Social Services (HS). Upper-secondary vocational education comprises, 
in general, 3 years of study in a specific vocational sector. This gives, in principle, 
eligibility for entry into higher education, both polytechnics and universities. 
However, the most preferred institution is the more vocationally oriented polytech-
nic rather than university. After getting their school leaving certificate, students 
become qualified practical nurses.2 They work at basic level within nursing, care, 
education and rehabilitation, in the health care and social services sector. The sector 
has problems in recruiting; therefore the knowledge and skills provided at upper- 
secondary college will enable young people to take up relatively stable forms of 
employment. However, the work at basic level within HS is poorly paid. It might 
guarantee reasonable living standards but does not allow for middle class forms of 
consumption.3 Moreover, although VET, in recent years has actively been promoted 
by educational stakeholders, still the more academically oriented route of general 
upper secondary education has surprisingly well retained its symbolic value.

Student choice between different upper-secondary study pathways can be said to 
be classed, ethnicised and gendered. Young people from working-class and/or eth-
nic minority backgrounds more often end up on less culturally-valued vocational 
routes than white middle-class youth, who form the majority in more academic 
forms of study (Rinne 2012).4 Gender segregation inside VET is also evident. 
According to recent figures (Official Statistics of Finland 2013), the field of HS is 
85 % female, whereas for Technology and Transport, the percentage is 18.

The college where the research was carried out was one of the biggest in Finland 
with approximately 1900 students and 190 teaching staff. Most students interviewed 
in their first year at college lived in the suburbs, where incomes and employment 
levels are lower and proportion of migrants higher than average, as already noted. 
For female students living in the suburbs, this college seemed to the most obvious 
choice. The few ‘high achievers’ at the college were of much curiosity to the teach-
ers, who wondered why they, given their wider choice of other more academic 
courses, had chosen the vocational route of HS.

In the first 2 years of fieldwork, I followed a group of 24 students (22 female and 
2 male), who had started their studies in Autumn, 2007. Most students decided on 
vocational education as soon as they completed compulsory schooling. Most were 

2 Practical nurse is a protected occupational title licensed by the National Supervisory Authory of 
Welfare and Health.
3 In 2014, the average wage in the public sector was 3094 euros (Official Statistics of Finland 
2015), whereas according the Finnish Union of Practical Nurses, the average wage of a qualified 
practical nurse was 2076 euros (Super 2015).
4 The Finnish upper- secondary education system is strictly divided into general (gymnasium) and 
vocational institutions. The former offers an academic, all-round programme of studies that pre-
pares students for the matriculation examination.
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born in 1990 or 1991, so that their childhood was spent during a marked economic 
downturn of the 1990s in Finland. Moreover, their first steps into the labour market 
were blighted by the continuing difficult economic climate.

The last year of fieldwork was spent following three groups of students at the end 
of their college studies. Student ages varied in the groups; the youngest students 
were just 18 years old, while the oldest were over 30. At the beginning of the aca-
demic year, group size varied between 18 and 24.5 Two were single-sex female 
groups, whereas the third had slightly more females than males. All students inter-
viewed had completed their compulsory schooling in Finland although three had 
come to Finland when very young and two had transnational family arrangements.

Here, the main focus is on the course ‘Social, Business and Labour Market 
(Subjects)’ (SBLS), one of nine core subjects.6 The course was divided in two parts. 
The first part was taught in the second year of a basic studies programme and the 
second, took place in the students’ final year. Course teachers were well qualified 
with university degrees in the social sciences. The objectives of the course were as 
follows, that the student: (1) contributes to the management of general affairs at col-
lege and in on-the-job training placements; (2) assesses his/her abilities as an active 
citizenship and consumer; (3) knows how to use social services provided; (4) draws 
up a personal financial plan; (5) assesses the significance of entrepreneurship to the 
Finnish national economy; and (6) is able to search for information on workplaces 
in the health care and social and health care sector as well as on the European Union 
and its citizens (Finnish National Board of Education 2010, 244). Here, SBLS is 
regarded as an arena where expectations regarding future labour-market citizenship 
are produced, reproduced and challenged.

38.5  Data and Methodology

The analysis presented in the chapter draws on field notes generated by the SBLS 
course (12 days) plus interviews with two teachers who taught the course, lasting 
each approximately 80 min. The ethnographic fieldwork (Heyl 2001; Lahelma 
2002) shaped how interviews were conducted and what questions were asked. The 
teacher interviews started with a request for a description of their work history, with 
further questions relating to their job description (e.g. what kind of courses he/she 
is teaching, what he/she is emphasizing in teaching), student group, differences 
between students, and educational ‘philosophy’ as well as the content of the subject 
that they were teaching.

The process of analysis had three phases. The first phase was an overall reading 
of the materials generated by the whole research project, highlighting areas, where 

5 Due to suspensions and dropouts, the group’s size tended to decrease during the year.
6 The nine core subjects are Swedish, second national language, foreign language, mathematics, 
physics and chemistry, business and labour-market subjects, physical education, health education, 
arts and culture.
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questions of citizenship were actualized. This research phase showed that SBLS 
was an educational space that was ambivalent towards the requirement for neo- 
liberal reasoning. For example, the curriculum and the content of the course are 
explicit in promoting a particular kind of subjectivity; of flexible and mobile work-
ers with an internalised ethos of entrepreneurship. This however was challengeable 
during the lessons. While the content of the curriculum was acknowledged in teach-
ing, the way issues were introduced seemed dissonant with the ‘ethos’ of the cur-
riculum texts. The second analytic phase focused on field-notes of pedagogic 
encounters between teachers and students on SBLS course in more detail (see 
Youdell 2011 p. 85), especially how society was constructed in these encounters: 
i.e. what was said and what were the consequences. The third phase involved read-
ing the field notes and teacher interviews side-by-side, to explore how teachers 
make sense about their own teaching. This analytic phase revealed how teachers 
struggled with and negotiated the content of curriculum.

38.6  Business and Labour Market Subjects: An Arena 
for Problematising Neo Liberal Reasoning?

38.6.1  The People’s State?

The following snapshot comes from beginning of the first lesson of the SBLS 
course. The teacher describes the content of the course, and introduces concepts of 
family, community and society.

Kimmo (a teacher, male) delivered the outline of the course saying that the course is one of 
the core subjects and it is common course for all vocational students […]. He said that we 
are not going to use any textbook, which means lot of notes. In the printed outline of the 
course, the core content was listed under the following topics: acting as a member of society 
and EU citizen; impact on households and companies of Finland’s and the EU’s economy; 
acting as a member of a work community; acting according to labour-market procedures. 
He mentioned the rules of working life, noting that ‘quite a lot of you have experience on 
working life already’. He started to talk about the concept of society, illustrating his talk by 
drawing nested circles on the blackboard with the smallest representing individual, the next 
size up representing the family, and the next representing community and the largest, the 
EU. He explained that often the starting point is a family; ‘individuals form a family. A 
family is a place for reproduction where our batteries are recharged so that we are able to 
act in society’. The concept of community was explained as follows. ‘Community is often 
formed by individuals, who have a common goal more or less.’ The football team was given 
as an example on a community. He continued by referring to the history of Finnish nation 
state, describing how artists and intellectuals built a joint mental image of Finland. ’We 
were injected with a common sense of belonging in between the huge Russia and Sweden. 
He then brought the EU into the discussion, and how we were incorporated into the big joint 
family of the EU. (Fieldnotes: SBLS, Autumn 2008.)

In analyzing this example, questions arose about the ways society is described 
and made sense of (Davies 2004). The above ‘synopsis’ of the lecture shows society 
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as starting from the individual through to the family, community (e.g. football team) 
and nation state, ending up with the EU. Individual and family are described in 
abstract gender-neutral ways; categories of male and female are not reproduced. 
Moreover, the family could be any kind of family; hetero-sexual nuclear family, 
‘rainbow’ multiethnic family or extended family. Community is illustrated by the 
football team which is curious in such a female-dominated context. Football has not 
the same relevance in Finland as, for example, UK or Germany, where the local 
football team is both a binding and potentially dividing force related to social class 
and regional as well as gender identity formation (Dunning 2000; Gibbons 2014; 
Harris 2001). Traditionally Finnish ‘teacher-hood’ or professional self-concept is 
characterized by conformism towards governmental ideology and adoption of a 
neutral, non-political stance (Räisänen 2011, 442). Although religious community, 
political party or fan club might have been better illustrations of community, foot-
ball, from the (male) teacher’s point of view, was a neutral way to exemplify the 
idea of community.

As the lecture continues, the teacher makes visible how the Finnish nation state 
can be seen as a formation of elites, where the common sense of belonging is based 
on the geo-political location between two more powerful countries. Benedict 
Anderson (1983/2006), in his analysis of the spread of nationalism, provides the 
concept of ‘imagined community’, as not something concrete but rather, an image 
of affinity that members hold in their minds (Anderson 1983/2006). In his lecture, 
the teacher reveals the process of imagining the Finnish nation state. When intro-
ducing the EU, he has no similar story. However, when talking about EU he used the 
metaphor of family to communicate collective aims, at the same time as still keep-
ing an analytical distance in describing how national and transnational collectives 
are created through political action.

In the interviews, I asked teachers to reflect on what were the most important 
course themes or issues. Kimmo said that one of his aims is to cover themes in the 
curriculum. However, his main concern is to transmit an understanding of how soci-
ety works and awaken student interest in social issues. He expressed a commitment 
to the view that this should be carried out in a neutral manner. ‘At least I tried to 
avoid expressing my own values, though still for sure they (values) sometimes pop 
up’.

Kimmo’s view of the social/civil awareness of his students was relatively pessi-
mistic. He argued that many of them have no idea of basic concepts such as state or 
municipality. He especially mentioned the EU as a challenging theme to which he 
generally gives less attention. It has been argued that European education policy has 
not managed to dissociate citizenship from the nation state, so that people’s sense of 
belonging is still based on the idea of national community (Philippou et al. 2009). 
Teaching on SBLS was generally based on existing ‘stories’ about the nation while 
it was more difficult to create collective narratives for ‘euro citizenship’ even though 
it is a formal aim of the course.

The lecture described above continued with the next part focusing on society:

Kimmo introduced a picture of three intertwined wheels, which illustrated the social, politi-
cal and economic systems. It was explained that society is made up of three systems: social, 
voluntary coalitions of people, such as hobby clubs, residents’ associations, sport clubs; 
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political, how social life is organized by means of administration and legislation (State and 
municipalities). […]; and economic, the pursuit of profit, companies.

Kimmo: The political system tries to constrain the economic system so that people are not 
exploited.

Kimmo asks whether any one system dominates the others
Helmi (female student): Money dominates too much.
Pilvi (female student): Agree, money dominates far too much, nothing can’t be done with-

out money.
Kimmo: How might it be possible to reduce that domination? I do indeed agree with you.
Laura: I think it’s entangled with social; there are people who can’t afford the [medical] 

treatment that they need.
Kimmo turned the discussion to children’s leisure activities and how parents are required to 

give money for activities.
Kimmo: You mean that the political system isn’t working properly? The allocation of 

resources is politics. (Field-notes: SBLS, Autumn 2008.)

It has been argued that neo-liberal reasoning indicates a move away from a 
rights-based model of citizenship to citizenship based on consumer-orientation, 
entrepreneurism and the economy; with the state entrusted through education to 
produce particular forms of subjectivity appropriate for the presumed needs of the 
economy (Peters 2011 p. 174; Komulainen 2006 p. 215). Our previous analyses 
(Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014; Lappalainen et al. 2010) indicated how neo-liberal 
rationality and emphasis of market forces, is expressed in vocational curriculum 
documents. However, Kimmo’s teaching as above indicates that neo-liberal reason-
ing can be problematized by both teachers and students. The teacher (Kimmo) 
argues that ‘the political system tries to constrain the economic system so that peo-
ple are not exploited’; hence the relationship between political and economic is seen 
by him as contentious; and the present economic system is potentially exploitative 
and needs to be regulated by the political system. Kimmo makes the point that the 
political system should not be for economy but for the people. Students point out 
that material resources set limits for individual agency. Kimmo supports this inter-
pretation by citing an example of how the need to make money affects the leisure 
time of families and also by asking what could be done to reduce the domination of 
economics. This view of the relationship between economy and politics, co- 
constructed by teacher and students, offers a challenge to the demand for neo-liberal 
rationality and echoes the tradition of the social democratic welfare era when the 
role of the state was seen as to protect people from the uncertainties of capitalism.

38.6.2  Uncomfortable Entrepreneurship

As already noted, Finland has been pro-active in developing education for entrepre-
neurship. Vocational education has a place in the education system from primary 
school to higher education (Komulainen et al. 2009 p. 631). The title of the course, 
‘Business and Labour Market Subjects’, reflects the inclusion of industry and com-
merce in school and university curricula (Ahonen 2003). One objective of SBLS is 

38 Educating ‘Euro-citizens’: A Study of a Vocational Uppers Secondary Programme…



728

therefore to understand the ‘significance of entrepreneurship to the national Finnish 
economy’ (Finnish National Board of Education 2010 p. 244). Katri Komulainen 
et al. (2009, p. 632) have introduced the concept of ‘the enterprising self’ referring 
to the moral regulation inherent in neoliberalism. It operates through various institu-
tions, promoting an entrepreneur-like subjectivity, including ability and willingness 
to take risks, independence, and self-reliance as a desirable form of the selfhood 
(ibid). Curriculum texts are seen here as cultural practices, where the ideal subjec-
tivity of the ‘enterprising self’ is defined (see Isopahkala-Bourét et al. 2014; Koski 
2009). However, the following example shows ambivalence in how entrepreneur-
ship is handled. This is taken from a lesson which took place in the students’ final 
year at the college:

We moved on to the next theme, which was entrepreneurship. The way the theme was intro-
duced made me feel that the teacher’s view might be quite ambivalent. […] Asko (male 
teacher): We have this weird theme; entrepreneurship. It’s a big issue – we have an entre-
preneurship boom here. […] Is it possible to become an entrepreneur straight out of school?

Laura (the student): Why not?
Asko: Would you?
Laura: Well, no…
Asko: If we talk about ‘care entrepreneurship’, if you are not interested at all, that’s fine, 

you can keep your own distance.
Asko stated that it is good to be critical. One student commented on entrepreneurship as too 

complicated. Asko wrote on the blackboard “Finnish attitudes” and explained. 
Previously there was a time when entrepreneurs were hated as capitalist predators; now-
adays it’s the other way around.7 […].

Asko: How much do entrepreneurs work?
Ninni (student female): 24/7.
Asko: A bit overkill […] He continued to explain that Finnish thinking is wary of the huge 

risks of entrepreneurship, ‘a myth of bankruptcy and then comes divorce, alcohol and 
drugs – truth or legend?

Minja (student female): Overkill.
[…]
Asko: It is thought that as wage earners we stay safe but it doesn’t work out like that, the 

wage earner is not safe in this country either. (Fieldnotes: Business and Labour Market 
Subjects, Spring 2010.)

Most interesting about the example given above is how, when introducing entre-
preneurship as ‘weird’, Asko does not assume that it is a legitimate topic for the 
course but rather, something, which is difficult to incorporate. The theme of entre-
preneurship is addressed by drawing on the conventional cultural narrative of risk 
and failure. Exposed to colourful expressions like ‘capitalist predators’ and descrip-
tions of personal catastrophe such as bankruptcy, divorce and drug-taking, students 
are facilitated in understanding the change in political climate – where entrepre-
neurship changes from something that is socially suspect to something highly desir-
able. It is hard to see in Asko’s story about social change, an advocacy of 
entrepreneurship; rather he puts an analytical distance between himself and  
officially promoted views on entrepreneurship, making visible the political nature 

7 This particular teacher tended to use colourful expressions and juxtapositions.
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of the phenomenon. Asko thus promotes critical thinking among his students rather 
than proactive commitment to entrepreneurship.

Of further note is that while the teacher makes it clear that entrepreneurship is 
supposed to be discussed in the course, sceptical views are openly encouraged (see 
Koski 2009). At the end of the lesson described above students were given an assign-
ment, of which the last of three options was on entrepreneurship – students were 
asked to develop a business plan. When handing out the assignment the teacher 
commented, ‘This third one is for those with an entrepreneurial mindset – you have 
to think about yourselves as entrepreneurs; if you hate it, this is not your choice’. I 
interviewed the teacher after the course was over. He had taught social sciences and 
business since the 1980s in polytechnics and in vocational education, having previ-
ously worked in public administration and welfare of drug-users. I raised the man-
ner in which entrepreneurship was introduced in the course discussion:

SL: When I followed your lessons I started to wonder, you said something like ‘you can 
keep your opinion’, I mean I started to wonder whether entrepreneurship education has 
met opposition, or whether you meant to communicate a critical stance, I mean, it just 
made me curious.

Asko: Well yes, (small laugh), I have taught so much, it might have come up somehow 
automatically, well definitely, I am a bit critical, I mean we have lot of kind of like 
fanaticism and kind of like flimflam in terms of entrepreneurship in our society. These 
entrepreneurship educators, they think too enthusiastically that it is a solution to every-
thing and it should be implemented in early childhood education, even for toddlers. I 
find it a stupid and childish idea, especially in the care sector. Nurses have to become 
skilled professionals, in the first place. After that, it makes sense that some of them 
might end up as entrepreneurs. And I think also that it might be liberating, I mean I 
know that quite a lot of nurses are critical as well, and students also. It might be liberat-
ing to know that you can think what you like, that you are allowed to listen and discuss 
and form your own opinion and you are not supposed to be extremely positive. I have 
gained the impression of the implementation of the idea of positive thinking in entrepre-
neurship education. I don’t think in that way, it is OK to be critical or have a negative 
view. But, well I haven’t thought about that before (Teacher interview).

Both Kimmo and Asko took a somewhat critical stance towards entrepreneurship 
education. However in the extract above, Asko used epithets of ‘fanaticism’ and 
‘flimflam’ in his criticism of entrepreneurship education, words conventionally used 
to articulate a disapproving stance toward religious worldviews. He also actively 
distanced himself from entrepreneurship educators, whose confidence in the poten-
tial value of entrepreneurship education, he ridiculed. The concept of the ‘enterpris-
ing self’ contains the interweaving of various moral attributes defining the good life 
(Rose 1992). Initiative, independence, assertiveness, risk-taking, self-responsibility 
are all regarded as characteristics crucial in entrepreneurship (Keskitalo et al. 2010 
p. 15). According to Koski (2009) the advent of the idea of the ‘enterprising self’ in 
educational policymaking throughout the European Union symbolises the presence 
of new technologies of moral regulation. Drawing on Deleuze-Quattarian theoriza-
tion Deborah Youdell (2011, p. 14) suggests that education should be understood as 
a complex assemblage of various heterogeneous objects, which create unity through 
the way they work together. Youdell (2011, p. 15) argues that politics is manifested 
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and pursued at all levels of education from political election manifesto pledges to 
everyday life inside educational institutions. In the pedagogical encounter described 
above, the teacher negotiates with the curriculum, seeking ways to fulfill the  
expectations of him as stated in curriculum, without surrendering his intellectual 
integrity.

It has been noted that SBLS is a space in which there is an expectation to culti-
vate the entrepreneurial mindset of students. However, the teachers interviewed do 
not consider entrepreneurship as a concept describing selfhood but rather as a rela-
tion between individual and labour market. Their vision of the future of their stu-
dents is as wage earners not entrepreneurs. Moreover, as our earlier analysis shows 
(Lahelma et al. 2014b) HS teachers prefer to see themselves as professionals, pro-
viding the qualifications needed in the workplace. This might explain their ambiva-
lence in terms of entrepreneurship education. In the context of HS vocational 
studies, this ambivalence creates a space where educational aims which draw on 
neo-liberal governance can be criticised (see e.g. Besley and Peters 2007).

38.7  Conclusion

In this chapter I have focused on pedagogic encounters between teachers and stu-
dents in the context of SBLS, a subject in the upper-secondary vocational field of 
Health Care and Social Services, which, in the Finnish urban context, is a popular 
option for young women from working-class and ethnic-minority backgrounds. 
Traditionally Finnish teachers do not problematize governmental educational ideol-
ogy (e.g. Räisänen 2011); that is considered to be the task of sociologists. Therefore, 
the way that SBLS was taught was surprising. Although teachers were careful to 
cover all aspects of the curriculum, their teaching certainly did not conform to the 
existing political climate which emphasises neo-liberal reasoning and the labour 
market. Social democratic welfare values were acknowledged in the criticism of the 
idea of the enterprising self.

Although the national curriculum is intended to govern education, still as 
Deborah Youdell (2011, p. 85) argues, the ways educators think about and engage 
with educational systems, structures and processes influence in pedagogy – even 
though, as Kimmo stated in the interview – they actively try to avoid conveying their 
personal views. SBLS was mainly taught by the teachers with a background in the 
social or political sciences. I want to suggest that it was this academic background 
that enabled them to distance themselves from government ideology and made it 
hard for them to ‘buy into’ the rationale, in which people’s successes as well as 
failures are individualized and where the main aim is to produce obedient citizens 
with enterprising mindsets (see Koski 2009).

Due to the Europeanisation of Finnish VET, neo-liberal reasoning frames the 
curriculum and more explicitly, the objectives of SBLS. However, teachers and stu-
dents displayed the power, at least to some extent, to disrupt the discourse of 
 neo- liberalism. SBLS lessons constituted an arena where disruption was possible, 
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and where there was a space for critical thinking. Historical tendencies were used 
critically to scrutinise marketization as well as entrepreneurship. What might this 
mean for young people growing up in suburban settings, who intend to work in the 
care sector which provides relative security of employment, although poorly paid? 
In fact it cuts both ways. On the one hand, the critique of neoliberal policies can be 
understood as a counter politics (Youdell 2011 p. 15–16), which takes the form of 
everyday struggle or resistance, provokes awareness of forms of governance, and, at 
best, awakens a sense of political agency among young people. On the other hand, 
when preparing students simply as wage earners, the risk is that their future vision 
is simply to become skillful and caring workers at the lowest levels of the public 
sector. Their vocational education and training thus becomes merely the reproduc-
tion of a discourse of ‘lack of alternative’, which according Skeggs (1997, p. 161) is 
a central feature of being working class. Fulfilling individual aspirations is a luxury 
primarily available to white, middle class high achieving youth. Moreover, the 
female-dominated field of HS is poorly paid compared with other male-dominated 
vocational sectors. There is an equity problem where belonging is based on indi-
viduals’ market and consumption positioning. Thus the challenge in educating these 
young people from the city and the suburbs in particular is how to problematize and 
disrupt prevailing discourses of neoliberalism without destroying their hopes and 
ambitions for the future.
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