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Abstract
The high demand for vocational teachers in Vocational Education and Training (VET) in Sweden has led to their recruitment 
in the early stages of vocational teacher studies. Entering into this new community of practice, vocational teachers tend to 
bring in experience from their previous occupational practice. This dissertation explores vocational teachers’ competence 
through their own perceptions and through the school principals’ perspective, addressing important competence areas, as 
well as how professional competence is defined and understood by vocational teachers themselves.

This dissertation is a compilation thesis of three Studies. Study I is a Conceptual Analysis Method (CAM) of the 
concept of professional competence of vocational teachers. Study I demonstrated that the main attributes of professional 
competence include the situated and developmental character of professional competence and its relationship with action. A 
distinct relationship between professional competence and professionalism, performance, and qualifications was identified 
as significant to the concept.

Study II, a questionnaire of important and achieved competence, answered by 370 participants, showed that good 
communication with students and assessment of students’ knowledge, skills and abilities are the two most important and 
achieved competencies for vocational teachers. On the contrary, previous teaching experience and working experience with 
migrants were placed among the least important. Moreover, Study II presented results on vocational teachers’ challenges, 
with students that need extra support being the challenge affecting teachers the most.

Study III, an interview study with 14 vocational teachers, outlined the regime of competence for vocational teachers. The 
regime of competence is a set of principles that recognise membership in a community. According to the findings, the regime 
of competence for vocational teachers includes up-to-date vocational competence, but also interpersonal competence, 
meaning communication skills and the construction of a teacher-student trust relationship. Part of this regime is also the 
teacher’s ability to match the student with the workplace, contributing to higher quality work-based training for the student. 
Finally, a continuous development attitude is included.

The combined findings from the three Studies indicated that teaching competence has a high use value due to its relevance 
with the vocational teachers’ work, but low exchange value as it is not a formal requirement for teachers’ employment. 
On the contrary, vocational competence have high exchange value, as it is required for recruitment. The analysis of the 
combined findings concluded that different competence areas are prioritised based on relevance to the teaching practice, 
formality and individual preference. With these three aspects affecting teachers’ choices of what competence they would 
develop, there is a risk for unbalanced identities.

In conclusion, understanding what is needed for the job of a vocational teacher can facilitate better preparation for 
vocational teachers. Supporting teachers aligning their previous competence with the regime of competence instructed 
by the practice of vocational teaching can be assisted through the recontextualisation of previous experiences to achieve 
relevance to the new tasks.
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Introduction 

Work and workplaces are constantly redefined by the rapid changes instructed 

by the knowledge economies, with employers seeking for workforce compe-

tent in producing and applying knowledge (Cairney et al., 2002; Organisation 

for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2018). Assigned with 

the duty of supplying the labour market with competent workforce and pre-

paring individuals for the world of work (OECD, 2021), vocational education 

and training (VET) holds a key role in modern societies. According to the 

European Center for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) 

(2011, p. 7), VET’s goal is “equipping people with knowledge, know-how, 

skills and/or competences required in particular occupations or more broadly 

on the labour market”. In turn, vocational teachers have the responsibility of 

supporting the VET system to deliver its goal, while improving their own 

competence to meet any new demands (European Commission, 2020; OECD, 

2020; Singh, 2011). 

With VET preparing the skilled workforce for the labour market, the re-

sponsiveness of VET to labour market demands has been set in the top of the 

agenda for policy makers, industry partners and education providers 

(UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2021). The formalisation of this responsiveness is ex-

pressed in the creation of outcome-based qualification frameworks that serve 

as the effectiveness standards and regulate VET provision (Allais, 2014). Nev-

ertheless, as “the effectiveness of any education system also strongly depends 

on the quality of interactions and relationships that occur between the teachers 

and students” (UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2014, p. 5), the role of teachers in the 

quality of VET cannot be doubted.  

VET learning is characterised as “hands-on, practical, experiential, real-

world” (Lucas et al., 2012, p. 9), while at the same time it is situated and bound 

to the context (Faraday et al., 2011). Provided in formal settings, like voca-

tional school programmes, or in the workplace, the enactment of learning in 

VET requires recontextualisation (Evans et al., 2009), which in other words is 

a learning transfer of the “knowledge generated and practiced in one context 

to work in another” (Sarıkaya Erdem, 2019, p. 5). From the teachers’ perspec-

tive, supporting this recontextualisation process rests to a high extent to their 

pedagogical content knowledge, including updated occupational competence 

and knowledge of subjects vital for job practices (Confederation of Swedish 

Enterprises [CSE], 2020; Harkin, 2012; Lucas et al., 2012; National Agency 
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of Education [NAE], 2014). This competence informs vocational teachers’ de-

cisions of their teaching approach and, hence, their professional development.  

Holding this multidimensional role, vocational teachers are already over-

loaded with several duties. Their professional role has gradually incorporated 

the role of mentor, of counsellor, of adult trainer and, sometimes the role of 

“social worker” (Hughes & Attwell, 2010; Kats et al., 2010; Loogma, 2010; 

Susimetsä, 2010; Tyler & Dymock, 2021). Moreover, the requirements for 

better communication have raised, including cooperation with colleagues, but 

also with the industry and other societal actors (e.g., Kristmansson & Fjell-

ström, 2022; Köpsen, 2014; Vähäsantanen & Eteläpelto, 2009). At the same 

time, teaching has changed, as the learning environment has expanded includ-

ing distant and virtual learning (Harju et al., 2020; Susimetsä 2010), with a 

growing bureaucracy acting in addition to the rest (Hughes & Attwell, 2010). 

Under these demanding conditions, vocational teachers are expected to bal-

ance their identities and professional development between teaching and their 

other occupation (Andersson & Köpsen, 2018). Their role in the development 

of several occupations and occupation workers is undoubted (Asghari, 2018; 

Wenström et al., 2018). 

Based on the literature review conducted for this study, previous research 

on vocational teachers in Sweden seems to be illuminating, focusing on deeper 

understanding of specific aspects of vocational teachers’ work; yet an over-

view of their competence is lacking. Hence, there is a need for approaching 

all the competencies of vocational teachers as a set of principles that affect 

both the teachers and their practice. In this inquiry, the role of principals is 

also seen as important, since they affect recruitment and, thus, competence 

development in vocational teachers. Exploring all areas where vocational 

teachers tend to develop has been of interest to vocational teacher research in 

Sweden recently (Andersson & Köpsen, 2019; Teräs et al., 2019). European 

level initiatives, point towards the same direction, with European Commis-

sion’s survey on vocational teacher and COVID19, stressing the need for self-

learning during the pandemic (European Commission, 2021). The demand for 

a more holistic view on what competence is needed is even higher during the 

pandemic times, since steps for enhancement should be taken fast and a partial 

picture of the situation cannot be as supportive. The present study aspires to 

contribute with knowledge in this process, by focusing on vocational teachers’ 

competence and drawing inferences about how teachers balance the different 

types of competence they are expected to develop. 

Focusing on the context of this dissertation, the Swedish case seems to pre-

sent a contradiction that creates space for research. More specifically, alt-

hough teaching qualification is a requirement for the employment of teachers 

(Swedish Parliament, 2010), due to the teacher shortage, vocational teachers 

are exempted and non-qualified candidates can be employed, in order to meet 

the demands (NAE, 2020). The contradiction between the policy and the prac-

tice, influenced by the marketised nature of Swedish education, leads to low 

regulation and entrance of individuals with unknown competence. This study 
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aims to explore the blurry scenery around what competence is developed and 

why it is important for the vocational teachers.  

Research questions  

The aim of the study is to explore vocational teachers’ competence as de-

scribed by vocational teachers and school principals in the Swedish upper vo-

cational and adult education schools. The study seeks to outline what compe-

tence vocational teachers have developed and what competence requirements 

emerge during their employment. The research questions addressed are the 

following: 

 

1. How is professional competence of vocational teachers defined and 

used in the literature?  

2. Which competence do vocational teachers and principals perceive as 

important for the job of the vocational teacher? 

3. How do vocational teachers perceive the importance of professional 

competence in connection to their teaching practice?  

 

Since the concept of competence has been defined and used in numerous 

ways, a brief clarification of the concept is needed. Vocational teacher com-

petence refers to vocational teachers’ capacity to actualise a particular activity 

in a given situation related to their work (Study II). The concept captures not 

only the result of this actualisation, but also the process and the potential for 

development as it is perceived as developmental, situated and dynamic (An-

tera, 2019). Several types of competence are addressed in the study, including 

formal competence (qualifications), actual competence and competence re-

quired by the job (Ellström, 1998). The relationships between these types of 

competence indicate the paths that teachers have to walk in with aim to de-

velop themselves and support their work. 

Outline  

This thesis is a compilation, consisting of three Studies (Study I, Study II and 

Study III), published in international journals, and the overview text linking 

together the studies and providing the framework for the project.  

After the Introduction, there is a chapter on VET and vocational teachers 

in Sweden providing the context of the study. The chapter on Previous re-

search follows, presenting research on vocational teachers in Sweden and in-

ternationally.  It summarises the competences that have been linked with vo-

cational teachers, but also other topics of interest in vocational teacher re-

search. The chapter titled Conceptual and theoretical framework: Developing 

competence in Communities of Practice describes the concepts and theoretical 
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approaches that have guided the design and analysis, as well as the author’s 

perspective on the main concept under investigation, namely competence. In 

Methodology, there is a presentation of the selected methods, followed by the 

chapter Article Summaries. Finally, the last section, Bringing together Studies 

I, II and III presents combined findings from the three sub-studies, followed 

by the Discussion and Conclusions. 
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Vocational education and training and 

vocational teachers in Sweden 

This chapter provides the context of the study, including a brief presentation 

of the competence concept in the Swedish discourse, of the VET system in 

Sweden, and more extended information on the profile of vocational teachers 

and their career paths. 

Competence: the debated concept  

The discourse on competence definition has been vague and influenced by 

various scientific fields. Although the term gained more attention the last 

years, its meaning is still subject to different interpretations (Liedman, 2008; 

Gougoulakis, 2012). Started as the “one best way” to fulfil a task (Taylor, 

1911), it was later approached as the “ideal” combination of knowledge, skills 

and attitudes (Gorsline, 1996), often deriving from the performance of the per-

sonnel that was judged as more effective (Garavan & McGuire, 2001).  

Despite the concept’s vagueness and plurality, it has been heavily spread-

ing, since its complexity allows the engagement of several actors’ interests in 

the discussion. Vice versa, competence used by several actors and various sci-

entific discourses supports an interdisciplinary discussion between these 

fields, but also leads to confusion. Advocates of competence have stressed its 

added value (Zemke, 1982; Dubois, 1993; Spencer & Spencer, 1993). Never-

theless, critics have highlighted its negative qualities, referring to lack of 

measurability, conceptual confusion (Westera, 2001) and education standard-

isation (Hyland, 2006). Although critics might have had some ground, the im-

portance of competence development in professional life has remained preva-

lent (Mulder, 2014). 

The topic of using competence in practice has caused much discussion. 

Competence has a core role in debates concerning cooperation in education, 

student mobility, the Bologna process and in a European level, the European 

Qualification Framework (EQF). Placing competence centrally in such dis-

cussions does not mean that students and/or professionals should not be edu-

cated to become competent or that further professional development is not 

needed. It means actually the opposite; that workplace performance demands 

are so complex that all means ought to be engaged in order to reassure com-
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petence development. Besides the criticism about the lack of clarity, the con-

cept has a long history and a solid position in languages so that its use is quite 

natural in many contexts, like the context of regulations (Mulder, 2012). 

With reference to the introduction of competence discussions within the 

national educational policies, Trier (2001, p. 4) emphasised that curriculum 

development has shifted the focus from exclusively subject-bound knowledge 

to incorporating “transversal / transferable / cross-curricular competencies - 

long before the term 'competencies' became fashionable”. According to 

Forsberg (2009), this was the case in Sweden as well, following the ambition 

that such a shift can facilitate societal development. Sweden has been active 

in the international education policy arena, including the OECD, the European 

Union (EU), the United Nations (UN) and UNESCO and the World Bank 

(Pettersson, 2008). In recent decades, though, there has been an increased par-

ticipation in international comparative activities and education recommenda-

tions from the EU.  

The programme Education and Training 2010 (Council of the European 

Union, 2002) accelerated education issues in the EU. The programme set a 

number of objectives to be fulfilled by 2010, including that EU members 

would comply with increasing mobility, adopting a common approach on the 

identification, measurement, assessment and validation of knowledge and 

skills throughout the EU, and also reassuring access to lifelong learning. A 

common European Qualifications Framework was suggested with aim to fa-

cilitate transitions between different education forms, different industries, be-

tween education and working life and, finally, between states. In addition, em-

phasis was placed on education systems as a vital component for economic 

growth, sustainable employability and social cohesion (Council of the Euro-

pean Union, 2002). 

The international influence become evident in the form of recommenda-

tions based on disseminating good examples and tools. From 2000, the term 

core competencies is found in the Swedish documents replacing skills and 

basic knowledge. Competence, hence, refers to a combination of knowledge, 

skills and attitudes, with no further clarifications about why these are chosen, 

how they relate to each other and possible consequences of the selection of 

the concepts (Forsberg, 2009). 

VET in Sweden 

Upper secondary VET with its current form was introduced with the 2011 re-

form, which focused on the role of education in providing good and specific 

preparation both for the world of work and for continuation of higher educa-

tion studies. The 2011 reform brought vocational programmes after the com-

pletion of which students would be ready for the labour market. These pro-

grammes replaced the previous ones that had a preparatory nature, bringing 
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more vocational content and decreasing general education content (Skolver-

ket, ReferNet Sweden, 2019). Nevertheless, vocational students have re-

mained eligible for higher education studies, with the completion of additional 

courses. The low private business involvement in VET in Sweden combined 

with the high levels of public commitment, reflect a strategy to make VET 

part of the general education system (Persson & Hermelin, 2018). Factors af-

fecting the reforms in VET include skills provision, youth unemployment and 

the current economy. 

In Sweden, the formal VET system includes provision at upper secondary 

(EQF 4) and tertiary level (EQF 5 and 6). From the age of 16 students, who 

have completed the nine years of compulsory education, are eligible to attend 

vocational programmes or choose one of the general programmes in upper 

secondary school (gymnasieskola). VET at upper secondary level includes vo-

cational programmes, which prepare individuals for entering the labour mar-

ket. There are 12 vocational programmes, offered as school based VET and in 

the form of apprenticeships. Compared to general education, namely higher 

preparatory programmes, nearly one third of the students chooses vocational 

programmes (Skolverket, ReferNet Sweden, 2019).  

In the Swedish education system, there is also adult education offering 

studies of basic (compulsory) education and upper secondary education. 

Adults who have not completed upper secondary education or want to supple-

ment their upper secondary qualification can study in municipal adult educa-

tion (Komvux). Within Komvux, vocational packages that lead to a vocational 

degree are offered. These packages, designed by the Swedish National Agency 

for Education in consultation with industry experts, consist of a specific com-

bination of courses at upper secondary level. The vocational packages can be 

studied independently or level in combination with Swedish language courses. 

The vocational packages are also offered in the upper secondary schools’ in-

troduction programmes (Skolverket, ReferNet Sweden, 2019). 

The 12 vocational programmes consist of health and social care, building 

and construction, vehicle and transport, agriculture, children and recreation, 

business and administration1, industrial technology, electricity and energy, 

restaurant management and food programme, handicraft programme, HVAC2 

and property maintenance programme and finally hotel and tourism (Skolver-

ket, ReferNet Sweden, 2019). The vocational programmes with the higher par-

ticipation in 2021/22 were the electricity and energy programme, followed by 

the building and construction, and, finally, by the vehicle and transport pro-

gramme. With these programmes being highly dominated by men, VET has 

in total a bigger share of men, with approximately 60% to 40% male to female 

applicants (NAE, 2022b). 

 
1 This programme has recently changed to Sales and service programme (in Swedish 

Försäljnings och service programmet). 
2 HVAC: Heating, ventilation, and air conditioning 
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Another characteristic of the VET student population is the increasing pro-

portion of youths born out of Sweden, a phenomenon more intense in initial 

VET. The NAE reported that in 2013/14, 8.9% of the upper secondary IVET 

students were foreign born, with this proportion increasing in 2017/18 to 

14.4% (Skolverket, ReferNet Sweden, 2019). In adult education, the propor-

tion of foreign-born students is even higher, reaching 95% in basic education 

and 46% in upper secondary education where VET is included (NAE, 2021a).  

 

Figure 1. Number of students and gender distribution of VET programmes in 2021/22 

Source: Based on data from NAE (2022b). 

 

Characterised as a goal-steered system with a high responsibility assigned to 

local entities the National Agency for Education (NAE - Skolverket), the Gov-

ernment and the Swedish Parliament have the overall supervision of the edu-

cation process and a legislative role. The funding and the provision, however, 

lie with the municipalities (decentralisation), and in some cases independent 

schools. Besides public schools, publicly funded private institutions (inde-

pendent schools) can be approved as education providers by the Swedish 

Schools Inspectorate as well. With independent and public schools regulated 

by the national legislation, the responsibility for the handling of resources and 

the design of learning rests with the providers, allowing space for flexibility 

and adaptation in the local needs (Andersson & Muhrman, 2022; Skolverket, 

ReferNet Sweden, 2019). For vocational programmes, general and vocational 

subjects are decided in a national level by the government, and they remain 

the same for all students of the same vocational programme. 
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Education in Sweden is decentralised and marketised and recent research 

has pointed out the challenges within these structures. With the municipalities 

outsourcing the provision of education programmes, there is high need for a 

quality assurance system. Offering education based on short contracts with 

external providers is seen as causing instability and stress among the school 

staff (Fejes & Holmqvist, 2019). Furthermore, the variety of education pro-

viders, combined with the lack of strict regulations regarding provision, leads 

to a variation of interpretations on how education should be offered. This in 

turn makes quality assurance a hard task for the municipalities (Andersson & 

Muhrman, 2022). In addition, regarding municipal adult education, which tra-

ditionally supported students in completing and progressing to further studies, 

Andersson and Muhrman’ study (2022) describes how municipalities tend to 

offer specific VET programmes based on the market needs and the students 

selection. There is an intense focus on the correspondence of VET to the la-

bour market needs and the marketised nature of the system allows this demand 

to be put in practice. Connecting VET and the labour market requires a flexible 

approach from the system, which means offering individualised learning 

aimed to achieve the goal of personal and professional development. Thus, 

simultaneously strengthening the position of the individual in the work and 

social life. 

Vocational teachers in Sweden 

Vocational teachers in Sweden start their teaching career relatively late in their 

lives, with this being partly a result of the requirement of occupational expe-

rience in order to become teachers. In 2013, nearly half of the Swedish voca-

tional teachers (53%) were 50 years or older (Skolverket, ReferNet Sweden, 

2019) and in 2014, their average age was 49 (NAE, 2014). To reach the de-

mand for vocational teachers by 2031, 1130 teachers are to be trained every 

year. Nevertheless, vocational teacher training enrolments do not correspond 

to these high levels, which becomes obvious with the number of study places 

exceeding the number of graduates for 2014/15 - 2016/17 (CSE, 2020). Ac-

cording to CSE (2020), vocational teacher students’ number should be dou-

bled, in order to meet the increased demand in VET.  

A combination of the ageing of vocational teachers, the fact that they can 

work for fewer years, the small number of vocational teacher students and the 

current need for employing vocational teachers cannot but lead to a great 

shortage. In upper secondary education, vocational teachers qualified in teach-

ing represent 57.7% (NAE, 2022a), while in adult education, the percentage 

is 63.9% (NAE, 2022c). With reference to vocational programmes the short-

age is not equally distributed, with programmes like the Electricity and Energy 

and the Industrial Engineering Programme suffering from a larger shortage 

(Asghari & Berglund, 2020; Berglund et al., 2017). The lack of qualified 

teachers leads to the employment of non-qualified ones in order to meet the 
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system’s needs. Therefore, the challenge is not limited to vocational teacher 

recruitment, but it extends to recruitment of qualified teachers in certain vo-

cational programmes.  

Describing the situation for vocational teachers in Sweden, it is necessary 

to point out the differences between programmes and regions. Differences 

among vocational programmes is the result of a variety of traditions existing 

in different vocations and industries (Francisco, 2020a). These traditions con-

cern learning, but also refer to the general development of industries. A char-

acteristic example is the one of the construction and the electricity programme, 

where apprenticeships and student placements are realised in smaller compa-

nies, resulting in a limited and contextualised competence development for 

students (Berglund et al., 2017). This can also be the case in rural areas where 

several industries are not present or developed. According to Ballangrud and 

Nilsen (2021), regional needs should be reflected in Continuous Professional 

Development (CPD) for vocational teachers, in an effort to prevent dropouts 

from CPD initiatives. Moreover, comparing vocational programmes, it be-

comes clear that the percentage of qualified vocational teachers can vastly 

vary, from 70.1% for the health and social programme to 38.8% for the HVAC 

and property maintenance programme (Berglund et al., 2017; NAE, 2022a). 

Researching on vocational teachers’ motivation to start their teaching ca-

reer, Kristmansson and Fjellström (2022), concluded that this career change 

is highly dependent on former occupation and on working conditions, imply-

ing that differences between vocational programmes are to be expected. In 

addition, they have categorised vocational programmes as high and low certi-

fication, based on the percentage of qualified teachers in them, while they also 

noted a strong correlation between proportions of qualified and female teach-

ers. This variation among vocational programmes makes the tackling of the 

teaching qualification acquisition harder to address.  

According to a survey by the teacher union, 49% of non-qualified teachers 

in Sweden have started teacher training without completing it (Teachers Trade 

Union, 2022). Since qualified and certified teachers are approached as instru-

mental in the improvement of school results, the NAE has been assigned with 

the mission to increase interest in vocational teacher training and support con-

tinuous professional development for vocational teachers. The high participa-

tion of trainers in web-based programmes is an indication of success of the 

measure (Skolverket, ReferNet Sweden, 2019). 

In order to shed more light in the contradiction of the Swedish case, some 

reference to the respective legislation is needed. With the Education Act of 

2010 (Swedish Parliament) teacher certification was established as a formal 

requirement for all teachers’ employment, including vocational teachers. 

However, this policy has been implanted with some flexibility as special ar-

rangements have been allowed to cover urgent emerging needs (Köpsen & 

Andersson, 2018). More specifically, school principals can employ non-qual-

ified teachers who they judge competent, as long as there are no qualified can-

didates for the position. In that case, the employment is on a yearly basis. This 
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practice is noticed in different levels of vocational education, but as the focus 

is on upper secondary and adult education in this study, it suffices to report 

that vocational teachers without qualification (pedagogiska högskoleexamen) 

constitute 42.3% of the vocational teachers at the upper secondary schools 

(NAE, 2022a) and 36.1% at adult education schools (NAE, 2022c), although 

teacher training programmes are available and free of charge in Swedish uni-

versities.  

Offered by 10 universities in Sweden, vocational teacher training consists 

of 90 ECTS (60 ECTS in courses and 30 ECTS in work placement3). The pro-

gramme does not contain studies in vocational subjects; instead, it focuses on 

pedagogy and didactics. Consequently, applicants are required to have voca-

tional competence, including vocational subject knowledge, and qualifications 

before they apply to the programme. The main requirement to be accepted in 

the programme is the candidate’s validation of vocational skills and previous 

working experience (Skolverket, ReferNet Sweden, 2019). Each candidate is 

validated on what subjects they are able to teach and each application case is 

evaluated on an individual basis, since there are several differences between 

different occupations (Stockholm University, 2020b). The programmes do not 

result in subject specialisation. On the contrary, they offer general teaching 

training tailored in vocational teaching. The programmes can be offered part-

time and distance, as students often work and study in parallel (CSE, 2020). 

Qualified vocational teachers, but qualified for what? 

Validation of prior learning for vocational teacher candidates is the formal 

means of admission to the vocational teacher programme. Hence, it is inter-

esting to understand it better. Acceptance to the vocational teacher training 

programme requires validation of prior knowledge, including vocational 

knowledge and vocational skills. The validation of prior knowledge takes 

place in relationship to specific vocational subjects (Asghari & Berglund, 

2020). To be eligible for the programme the applicants should have some 

years of vocational experience, as well as be able to support their vocational 

competence with evidence. 

The assessment of this evidence can occur in different ways depending on 

the institution (Asghari & Berglund, 2020; Stenlund, 2013). Although there 

might be differences between different institutions, the process followed in 

general is the following. Firstly, the applicants claim their prior learning 

acknowledged. Secondly, the applicants describe their vocational competence 

through a web-based instrument, supporting it with evidence, for example cer-

tificates for formal education or employer statements for informal learning. 

Thirdly, the applicant’s collection of evidence is evaluated by the university 

 
3 Vocational teachers already employed in schools can validate their teaching experience, which 

corresponds to 30 ECTS, and thus have a shorter training.  
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staff and by an external expert in the respective vocational field. Finally, the 

expert’s recommendation combined with the applicant’s evidence of prior 

knowledge are assessed by the staff at the particular university, where the ap-

plicant has applied at. The final decision is taken by the respective higher ed-

ucation institution.  

As it becomes clear, the process heavily depends on the writing skills of 

the applicants and exclusively on their certified previous competence. The 

teacher candidates apply for a set of subjects; however, they get to be qualified 

only in some of them. For example, healthcare applicants seek validation ap-

plying for ten different subjects, but it is common to receive permission to 

teach only in 3 or 4 (CSE, 2020), although there is no rule regulating maxi-

mum permission. In that sense, the system seems to be individual based. At 

the same time, VET at the upper secondary level is programme-based, with a 

focus on subject-integration, recommended by the last three Swedish curricula 

in 1972, 1994, and 2011 (Christidis & Lindberg, 2019). The course-based val-

idation of prior learning can lead to vocational teachers teaching a subject that 

they are qualified for, but they might lack context for. For example, teaching 

economics in the tourism and the industry programme can differ. Moreover, 

the curricula tend to change often making the qualification assignment invalid 

or outdated. 

For students and parents, it is difficult to judge whether the employed vo-

cational teacher is competent or not, with regards to teaching competence and 

preparedness. Both the recruitment process and the staff quality are hard to be 

judged. The Confederation of Swedish Enterprise (2020) claims that new and 

clearer rules are vital for attracting more qualified vocational teachers and of-

fer equal high quality opportunities to all students. 

General curriculum for vocational teacher training and 

vocational teachers’ work tasks 

The curriculum for vocational teacher training remains the principal descrip-

tion of what competence a vocational teacher is expected to develop, in rela-

tion to teaching. Combined with the vocational qualification in each respective 

vocation, this curriculum describes the formal competence for vocational 

teachers, based on which the tasks for vocational teachers can be assumed. 

Nevertheless, there is stll a considerable number of teachers without teaching 

qualification (Skolverket, ReferNet Sweden, 2019) (e.g. 42.3% for upper sec-

ondary level [NAE, 2022a]), whose competence might vary from the formal 

descriptions.  

According to the Ordinance on eligibility and identification for teachers 

and preschool teachers (2011), curricula for all vocational teacher training 

programmes must include courses corresponding to 90 ECTS credits. The cur-
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riculum is based on learning outcomes, including knowledge, skills and atti-

tudes. The vocational teacher is presented to a large extent as being a re-

searcher, with scientific and critical thinking skills having an important place. 

More specifically, profound knowledge of the theory of science and of re-

search methods constitute some of the research related competencies. Students 

are expected to understand the relationship between scientific theory and em-

pirical research and its importance for their professional practice. Knowledge 

alone is not sufficient. Students need to think independently and critically re-

flect on this knowledge.  

The vocational teacher is also approached as occupational expert. How-

ever, the subject related knowledge is not much elaborated in the curriculum, 

as vocational competence and qualifications are prerequisites to enter the pro-

gramme (see previous section). Therefore, the most prominent role in the cur-

riculum is the one of the educator. The focus lies on subject specific teaching 

methodology, for example familiarising and practicing teaching strategies. 

Regarding further teaching competence, design and implementation skills in-

clude the ability to create learning environments and opportunities, to evaluate 

prior learning and build up new learning processes based on it. Moreover, 

teacher should be able to identify education needs, while also closely monitor 

and report learners’ progress. The teacher should be able to relate actual learn-

ing outcomes with the learning objectives, set in individual and collective lev-

els.  

Additional competencies, for instance language teaching competence, lead-

ership and digital competence are stressed as well. With reference to ethics, 

the ability to communicate and instil values, including human rights, gender 

equality and democracy is mentioned. Also, there is reference to prevention 

of harassment and discrimination. Finally, adult learning knowledge is in-

cluded in the curriculum.   

Although assessment is often perceived as part of the teaching process, in 

the Swedish curriculum there is a distinct reference to the teacher as an eval-

uator. Grading system awareness and understanding, assessment methods and 

techniques are parts of the knowledge that the vocational teachers should have 

in relation tothe evaluation process. During the application of this knowledge, 

the sociocultural background of the students and other factors influencing their 

performance should be considered. 

Finally, vocational teachers are seen as lifelong learners, being able to 

make decisions on their continuous professional development. Other compe-

tencies addressed in the curriculum include self-awareness and empathy, as 

well as understanding of social relations and conflict management. Although 

competences of a general nature, in this context they are referred to as sup-

portive to the teaching process. Besides communication competence, interper-

sonal competence in a broader sense is also highlighted. Cooperating with stu-

dents, guardians and other stakeholders, like work-placement mentors, the 

teacher is expected to be the coordinator of the learning at school and in the 

workplace.  
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Comparing vocational teacher programmes in Sweden and Finland, Kaiser 

and Lindberg (2019) stated that the Swedish programme has an academic ori-

entation, whereas the Finish has a competence-based orientation. Indeed, sci-

entific and critical thinking have a distinct place in the Swedish curriculum 

(Isacsson et al., 2018), in which the teachers’ main role is the one of the edu-

cator. Professionalism and adopting a professional approach is highlighted as 

well. Nevertheless, it is not clear within the Swedish curriculum how profes-

sionalism and professional behaviour or approach are defined. Surely, they do 

not refer to occupational professionalism, but to teacher professionalism.  

Based on the vocational teacher training curriculum and some additional 

reports on the competence of vocational teachers (e.g., CSE, 2020; NAE, 

2012; SOU, 2008), the task areas are summarised as teaching, including de-

signing and implementing learning activities, as well as assessing students’ 

learning, cultivating democratic values and working actively with discrimina-

tion and bullying, maintaining up-to-date competence both in teaching and 

their previous occupation, as well as organising and coordinating the students 

work placement (in Swedish APL). 

APL refers to the students carrying part of their education outside of 

schools, in workplaces, with the aim of becoming part of the occupational 

community and develop a vocational identity. APL is part of all vocational 

programmes for a minimum of 15 weeks, while apprenticeships include 50% 

of the study time in the workplace. Although realised in workplaces, APL is 

guided by the subject syllabuses.  

The education provider, meaning the school, has the responsibility for guar-

anteeing places for APL to all students, ensuring that the requirements for the 

vocational programme are fulfilled. The school principals make the decision 

about the percentage of the courses which ought to be realised in the work-

place, as well as how workplace-based learning will be distributed during the 

school year. Consequently, the quality assurance is heavily placed on the ed-

ucation provider, which should demonstrate that there are available places for 

APL, before the education starts. During APL, students should have a super-

visor at the workplace (NAE, 2012).  

With reference to vocational teachers, they hold responsibility for organis-

ing the APL activities, ensuring that the student is appointed to a placement, 

has a work supervisor and reaches the learning outcomes present in the cur-

riculum. They also are responsible for the assessment of students’ perfor-

mance during APL. Vocational teachers visit students in their work placement 

to discuss both curriculum and performance outcomes with the work supervi-

sors and students (three-part discussion). In some schools, individual teachers 

are responsible for finding APL places, while in others, there is a dedicated 

employee taking care of this (Study III).  

In addition to the above mentioned tasks, the report from SOU (2008) 

points out the need for vocational teachers to collaborate with other teachers 

and with the school management. Teachers are expected to participate partly 

in school management and, thus, knowledge about regulations and processes 
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is also expected. Finally, in some reports the need for preparing students for 

mobility between countries is also highlighted with the need of having 

knowledge of different cultures becoming a competence needed for vocational 

teachers. 

Principals and their role in Swedish VET 

The Education Act of 2010 (Swedish Parliament) established the requirement 

of teacher certification (tertiary level), regulating the content and the level vo-

cational teachers could become qualified for. Conducted by the National 

Agency for Education, this certification process translates as the introduction 

of formal qualifications for those performing teaching activities.  

Nonetheless, the shortage of qualified vocational teacher candidates in the 

Swedish market, led to vocational teachers’ exemption from this requirement. 

Consequently, a non-qualified or non-certified vocational teacher can become 

permanently employed, and as an exception be allowed to teach and assess 

students. This modification of the legislation assigns principals with substan-

tial authority over selecting and recruiting “competent” teachers. Therefore, 

the responsibility of reassuring quality in staff recruitment is transferred from 

a certification process, including formal knowledge validation, to the individ-

ual principals’ judgement. In this regard, principals’ opinion and decisions ac-

quire a key role in how the competence profile of vocational teachers is 

shaped. Shifting the dependency of civil servants from professional standards 

to local management is discussed as a result of New Public Management in 

the respective literature, and it has been characterised as the deprofessionali-

sation of civil servants (Jarl et al., 2012). 

In Sweden, school principals of all levels are required to have an academic 

education. Although this education should not necessarily be within the field 

of pedagogy, 87% of school principals have a university degree in pedagogy 

(NAE, 2021b). Responsibilities for school principals include ensuring the 

overall students’ achievement, engaging parents and the local community in 

the school life, and also reassuring quality teaching (Norberg, 2019). In addi-

tion, principals are responsible for primarily budgeting, school planning, and 

managing personnel (Swedish Confederation of Professional Associations 

[SACO], 2021). In summary, their overall role is a manager and a leader of an 

education institution.   

When surveyed about the criteria they use for employing vocational teach-

ers, principals were shown to not prioritise teaching competence (NAE, 2014). 

On the other hand, vocational knowledge and previous working experience on 

the vocational area were more appreciated. Moreover, remaining connections 

with the working life was seen as the next most important competence, re-

garded as absolutely necessary as the first two. Experience of working with 

young people and vocational teacher training were in general viewed as less 

necessary, and hence not as requirements for recruitment. The same findings 
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were confirmed by the literature, with vocational knowledge and experience 

coming first, followed by teamwork and last by teaching experience or com-

petence (Antera, 2020).  

On that account, the low number of qualified teachers is not approached as 

the biggest supply issue for principals, who focus more on occupational expe-

rience and labour market contact (NAE, 2014). The Swedish education system 

structure allows principals space for affecting teachers’ recruitment and, 

hence, their competence profile. This influence can be seen in any decentral-

ised recruitment process, making the perspective of principals an element to 

consider when investigating teachers’ competence.   
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Previous research  

This chapter presents research on the processes in which vocational teachers 

develop their competence, starting with their first steps in the profession 

(teacher training and validation of prior learning), moving to the shaping of 

their identity and, finally, covering the continuous learning processes they en-

gage. According to the first section, Vocational teacher training and valida-

tion of prior learning are often the entry points for teachers to their vocational 

career, whereas as processes they represent the formal competence demanded 

for the job, both in terms of teaching and occupational competence. Voca-

tional teacher competence and identity section addresses the desired and de-

veloped competence of vocational teachers, which are often discussed in terms 

of identity formation. Finally, Continuous Professional Development (CPD) 

brings together research on how vocational teachers develop themselves while 

employed as vocational teachers, as well as the conditions and the factors af-

fecting it.  

Previous research on vocational teachers in Sweden has been selected with 

a methodical approach, including research from 2010 until today. Other stud-

ies on vocational teachers, for example from the Nordic or the broader inter-

national context, are also included with aim to shed light on the work of vo-

cational teachers generally and enable further connections with the findings 

of the three Studies presented in this thesis.  

Vocational teacher training and validation of prior 

learning 

Teacher training provides the formal description of the professional profile of 

vocational teachers. Although other processes might be equally influential in 

teachers’ learning, teacher training and validation outcomes remain crucial as 

they are reflected in vocational teachers’ qualifications. Though, what are the 

competence vocational teacher training programmes aspire to support their 

students to develop? 

Reflecting on vocational teachers from a broader perspective, Gougoulakis 

(2014) referred to teachers’ role as giving direction to the students’ learning 

trip, highlighting the importance of teachers’ professional ethos, pedagogical 

competence and philosophy about learning as competence to be developed in 
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vocational teacher training. Henning Loeb and Gustavsson (2018) argued for 

the need of further research in vocational teacher training, while Teräs et al. 

(2019) suggested that vocational teacher educators should be role models for 

their students, encouraging processes of boundary crossing between the initial 

occupation and the teaching one. Focusing on 21st century skills in vocational 

teacher training programmes, they found that global connections was the least 

developed and the least applied skill in teaching for vocational teacher stu-

dents in Sweden. According to other authors, key position in vocational 

teacher education should hold critical thinking (Miliron & De Los Santos, 

2004; Sulaiman, 2012) and collaboration, as modern working environments 

include complex tasks and require team work (Lee et al., 2015).  

In addition to vocational skills and knowledge, Pylväs and Nokelainen 

(2017) mentioned social skills and problem-solving, creativity and self-regu-

lation as important parts of vocational expertise. More specifically, self-regu-

lation has been approached as necessary for acquiring professional compe-

tence (Nokelainen et al., 2017). Moreover, Teräs and Lasonen (2013) raised 

the issue of intercultural competence in vocational teacher training, while 

Teräs et al. (2019), in their literature review, presented several studies on the 

same issue, but with reference to the teaching profession in general.  Finally, 

the importance of teachers’ competence in the quality of the VET provision 

has been acknowledged (Tūtlys et al., 2019), as well as the crucial role of 

vocational teachers in the professional development of their students (Asghari, 

2018; Gougoulakis, 2014; Mårtensson et al., 2019; Wenström et al., 2018). 

As the entry point to vocational teacher training, validation of prior learning 

has also received research attention with Johansson (2020) discussing the is-

sue by demonstrating the conceptual confusion created by the various concep-

tions of knowledge at play. In the same line of thought, Stenlund (2013) 

stressed how the outcome of validation applications can vary depending on 

the institution, the assessor and the applicant’s linguistic and writing skills. 

Although Stenlund (2013) argued for the importance of transparency and clear 

definitions on what is being assessed, the same issues seem to be present in 

Johansson’s study (2020) several years later. Further supporting this argu-

ment, Asghari and Berglund (2020) suggested that during the application pro-

cess for vocational teacher training students need further support. Participants 

in their study expressed that obtaining the certificates to verify previous pro-

fessional experience was both time-consuming and difficult. Furthermore, stu-

dents reported that they had sufficient subject knowledge for more subjects 

than the ones they had applied and with better instruction maybe they could 

have obtained more qualifications. With aim to improve the process, Johans-

son (2020) suggested an oral in additional to written presentation of prior 

learning. 

Discussing validation of prior learning as an element of the education sys-

tem, Andersson (2020) referred to the occupation of teachers in Sweden as 
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regulated. The Swedish National Agency for Education (Skolverket) holds re-

sponsibility for recognising foreign credentials, before the employment of 

teachers in the education system. Nevertheless, when Andersson later dis-

cusses non-regulated professions, like engineers, he mentions that employers 

decide whom to employ, by assessing credentials and other competence proofs 

in different ways. This occurs in some cases with the employment of voca-

tional teachers as well, with reference to their teaching competence, as their 

vocational competence is always certified. In addition, in non-regulated pro-

fessions “employers are more interested in the actual competence”, a tendency 

demonstrated in Sweden by employing students before receiving their quali-

fications (Andersson, 2020, p. 18). The assessment of this actual competence 

is performed by the employer. This is a strategy reported also by the vocational 

teachers included in this study.  

Overall, Andersson’s description (2020) of regulated and non-regulated 

professions leads to the rise of doubts regarding the vocational teacher status 

in Sweden. Although, teaching competence and qualifications seems to be for-

mally regulated for foreign and Swedish candidates, in practice a considerable 

amount of competence assessment is left to the employers. This assessement 

is informal and perfomed through the recruitment process. This argument does 

not aim to discuss vocational teachers as a non-regulated profession, but to 

inform the reader about the discrepancy observed between formal and actual 

aspects of the issue under study. Finally, it worths mentioning that vocational 

teachers seem to identify a connection between formal competence, like qual-

ifications and professionalism (Tyler & Dymock, 2021).  

Vocational teacher competence and dual identity 

Whether completing higher education or entering the job of vocational teach-

ing without a teaching degree, big part of vocational teachers’ competence is 

developed and defined while they practice teaching. This expression of voca-

tional teachers’ competence has been discussed as categorised competence ar-

eas, or in relationship to identity and identity formation processes and condi-

tions.   

Answering the question of what it means to be a vocational teacher, An-

dersson, Hellgren, and Köpsen (2018) referred to three different expressions 

of vocational teachers, namely connection to the professional network, voca-

tional knowledge and skills, and teaching competence, stressing out the im-

portance of participation in Communities of Practice (CoP) and boundary 

crossing. The same idea is present in international research with the concept 

of triple professionalism, including competence supporting the teachers with 

their work beyond the institutional boundaries, and their engagement with the 

broader geographical, economic and policy landscape (Hodgson & Spours, 

2019). 



20 

Having students’ learning as the departure point, Bathmaker (2013) sum-

marised vocational education knowledge in three knowledge and skills types, 

namely workplace practice knowledge and skills, generic, transferable skills, 

and finally subject knowledge. On the contrary, Hoekstra, Kuntz, and Newton 

(2018), adopted a teacher’s perspective, building on Shulman (1986), who 

suggested three learning domains. These involved the subject matter, or in 

other words, the content taught, general pedagogy or curricular knowledge, 

and pedagogical content knowledge, implying questions about the lessons 

taught. In these three domains, Hoekstra, Kuntz, and Newton (2018) added 

the participation in the wider organisation, referring to schools. 

In relation to the categories mentioned above, Paaso and Korento (2010) 

focused on teachers’ expertise in different competence areas, including voca-

tional competence, the knowledge and skills immanent in a vocation, compe-

tence in VET-industry cooperation, pedagogical competence, working com-

munity competence, concerning the sense of community, team working and 

competence development. Paaso and Korento (2010) found the category of 

working community competence to be particularly salient. This last category 

of competence is often implicitly present in several studies. However, its ex-

ploration becomes difficult due to the different names and categorisations it 

receives.  

Several researchers have approached the work of vocational teachers set-

ting the focus not on competence, but rather on professional identity, with 

Köpsen (2014, p. 206) describing vocational teacher identity as guiding “ the 

students into memberships in various social practices or, in other words, fos-

tering students for a nexus of identities”. Crucial part in teachers understand-

ing their identity has, therefore, their relationship with students as this rela-

tionship defines their work and, therefore, their identity. Köpsen (2014) sug-

gested that, in this sense, teachers and students, or former and future workers, 

are affected by their mutual recognition, highlighting the importance of inter-

personal competence in identity formation. 

Fejes and Köpsen (2014) referred to the flexible requirements for voca-

tional teacher employment and the impact of this flexibility to teachers’ pre-

paredness to teach. Discussing processes of boundary crossing, they con-

cluded that up-to-date vocational identities support better preparation for 

teaching. Köpsen and Andersson (2018) further built on boundary crossing 

investigating the activities that enable vocational teachers’ continuous profes-

sional development. Crossing boundaries between school and workplace, vo-

cational teachers develop their so-called double identity, as both craftsmen and 

teachers (Fejes & Köpsen, 2014; Nylund & Gudmundson, 2017; Tyler & 

Dymock, 2021). In the same line of thought, Farnsworth and Higham (2012) 

discussed hybridised identities with a focus on the accountabilities teachers 

demonstrate to the regime of competence of the labour market or of education. 

Teachers in their study demonstrated balance between being informed by both 

regimes, except for a non-qualified teacher that was still informed mainly by 



21 

the labour market logic and teaching practice in it (e.g., apprentices). The 

study concluded that conditions for developing these identities include the 

recognition of the teachers’ vocational expertise and the space for develop-

ment provided by the school. This in turn assisted teachers in enacting and 

enabling the respective VET curricula. 

According to Nylund and Gudmundson (2017), vocational teachers tend to 

identify more with one of their identities, which affects their views on what 

knowledge and skills are important. Mårtensson, Andersson and Nyström 

(2019) identified three roles for vocational teachers, when they perform tasks 

related the coordination of work-based learning for students, namely recruit-

ers, matchmakers or firefighters. In their view, the good relationship between 

the teachers and the students is the basis for quality apprenticeship planning. 

Acknowledging the role of vocational teachers in connecting work and edu-

cation, Wärvik and Lindberg (2018) pointed out the importance of vocational 

teachers acting as mediating agents integrating links between school and 

workplace in various ways among different vocations. Other scholars de-

scribed vocational teachers as intermediaries between the labour market and 

education and work, facing the challenge of becoming able to bridge at least 

two CoP (Viskovic & Robson, 2001; Green, 2015).  

Under the role of intermediaries, vocational teachers seem to have been 

assigned with the task of bringing closer work demands as instructed in the 

labour market and education goals and procedures. To achieve this, vocational 

teachers are called to balance their vocational identity, their past, with their 

teacher identity, their professional present and future. Aiming for this balance, 

vocational teachers detach from their vocational identity, a process often ex-

perienced as practically walking away from the vocation, having a feeling of 

loss for the prior job, and, finally, letting go of a certain way of being 

(Sarastuen, 2020b). Approaching identity through transition, Sarastuen 

(2020a) investigated workplace trainers that chose to become vocational 

teachers, moving from supporting learning in the world of work to delivering 

teaching in formal education settings. The study focused on processes of re-

contextualisation and on the occupational practitioners’ dominant ways of 

knowing and being when introduced in the school context. More specifically, 

the three transition stages begin with knowing nothing (horizontal recontextu-

alisation), with teachers attempting to instruct student the same way as ap-

prentices. Next is slowing down, allowing students to try and fail. Finally, 

breaking apart (vertical recontextualisation), showing how the teachers de-

construct their previous action patterns, building “themselves down as occu-

pational practitioners and back up as vocational educators” (Sarastuen, 2020a, 

p.255). The study concluded on the importance of pedagogical and didactical 

competence in assisting teachers navigating this transition process. 

Several studies discussing professional competence and identity formation 

in the Scandinavian context, approaching the phenomenon from a sociocul-

tural perspective (e.g., Fejes & Köpsen, 2014; Mårtensson et al., 2019; 



22 

Sarastuen, 2020a; Wärvik & Lindberg, 2018), with the concepts of engage-

ment in communities of practice (CoP) often applied to describe participation 

and the conditions for it, while membership is viewed as important in the de-

velopment of individual identities and occupational communities (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991). More specifically, in addition to engagement, Andersson and 

Köpsen (2019) have applied imagination and alignment to discuss forms of 

boundary crossing between vocational education and the working life. Imagi-

nation addressed identifying connections and locating this engagement in a 

wider context, while alignment referred to coordination of activities aiming to 

contribute in collaborations and students’ learning. All these actions require 

boundary processes by individuals with multi-membership. Hegna (2019) 

with a focus on changing vocational learner identities also discussed CoP, 

drawing attention on the importance of membership and the need for ac-

ceptance by the group, concluding that transitions to new communities might 

offer opportunities to transform identities through learning. In these opportu-

nities, however, tensions might arise. Referring to the notion of legitimate pe-

ripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991), Goh’s study (2022) showed 

that newcomers are not always positioned at the periphery of a CoP. Hence, 

the connection between (changing) roles and identities as self-images was 

stressed, demonstrating the tension that might arise if the group expectations 

do not comply with the individual’s self-image.  

Continuous professional development (CPD) 

Maintaining a connection with the world of work has been seen as important 

for vocational teachers (Ballangrud & Nilsen, 2021; Fenton-O'Creevy, et al., 

2015; Köpsen, 2014, Schmidt, 2019). Nevertheless, Ballangrud and Nilsen 

(2021) argued that in the Nordic context, deep understanding of teacher-in-

dustry collaboration and of the support vocational teachers need in their CPD 

is lacking. With reference to Sweden, Asghari and Berglund (2020) found that 

vocational teachers used opportunities for competence development, not only 

to remain updated within their vocational subjects, but also to broaden their 

qualifications to additional ones. Nevertheless, they reported that 71% of the 

participants in their survey did not have opportunities for competence devel-

opment in vocational subjects, in which they were not qualified during their 

vocational teacher education. 

Limited opportunities for professional development tailored in teachers’ 

special needs has also been reported by other researchers. Köpsen and An-

dersson (2017) investigated several predictors for the recurrent participation 

of vocational teacher in CPD, concluding that the strongest predictor was the 

type of municipality, and hence teachers from low populated municipalities 

seemed to be less likely to participate in recurrent CPD. In addition, they 

found that recurrent participation was more likely among adult education 
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teachers, teachers employed in privately owned schools and male teachers. 

This last finding was contrasted by Andersson and Köpsen’s former study 

(2015), where the over-representation of male teachers in CPD was found as 

statistically non-significant. Furthermore, focusing on CPD activities and their 

perceived value among VET, Andersson, Hellgren, and Köpsen (2018) con-

cluded that factors, like sex, regular performance of the CPD activity and the 

length of the teaching experience affect the perceived value of CPD activities, 

highlighting the variation within the group of vocational teachers. 

Adopting a broader perspective, Ballangrud and Nilsen (2021) investigated 

Norwegian vocational teachers’ CPD, underlining the role and the responsi-

bility of school principals in it. The study showed that CPD, and especially 

vocational competence development, is largely the responsibility of the indi-

vidual teacher, with vocational teachers’ development occurring mostly in re-

lationship to student work placements. Managing the resources needed for 

CPD, school principals were approached as the facilitators of the whole pro-

cess. The study’s findings showed that external drivers, policy or industry de-

mands, instruct CPD in a collective direction with general focus, whereas little 

attention is placed on vocational teachers’ tailored needs. With the CPD being 

assigned to teachers’ own initiatives, school leadership mostly carries out or-

ders from education authorities.  

The importance of the conditions of employment, full or part-time con-

tracts, and the principal’s role, as the manager of learning resources, were also 

stressed in relationship to informal learning at the workplace for novice teach-

ers (Francisco, 2020b; Orr, 2019). Investigating vocational teachers in Aus-

tralia, Francisco (2020a) claimed that practices that support vocational teacher 

learning in the workplace are more effective when they are interconnected, 

forming a trellis, rather when learning is isolated and fragmented. In this trel-

lis, mentoring of novice teachers by the more experienced ones seems to have 

a key role. However, mentoring is accompanied by the challenges of heavy 

workload and expected voluntarism for the mentors (Francisco, 2017).  

Maintaining the focus on the loosely regulated CPD for vocational teach-

ers, Schmidt (2019) argued that the emphasis education institutions and policy 

put on the importance of industry currency, compared to teaching currency 

activities, can cause vocational teachers to align their professional develop-

ment accordingly. Hence, attributing more time on the development of voca-

tional competence rather than pedagogical may be detrimental, especially con-

sidering the limited teaching experience vocational teachers start with. With 

research pointing out that conditions for continuous learning affect compe-

tence development, asking teachers what is important for their work becomes 

an emerging need, as several intentions for learning might not be accom-

plished due to the lack of support from the workplace.  
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Concluding remarks 

Summarising previous research in the field, important competence for voca-

tional teachers includes teachers’ knowledge of working life as part of their 

professional competence (Asghari, 2018) and digital skills (Harju et al., 2020). 

In addition, subject knowledge and didactical competence have been ad-

dressed (Raudasoja & Kaitala, 2019; Tūtlys et al., 2019), the importance of 

teachers’ assessment for vocational student identity have been investigated 

(Lindberg & Asghari, 2015), while studies on vocational teachers’ identity 

and the update of their vocational competence have highlighted their signifi-

cance (Andersson & Köpsén, 2018). Finally, vocational teachers’ continuous 

professional development has been investigated (Bound, 2011; Andersson et 

al., 2018), demonstrating not only the conditions of CPD for teachers, but also 

the central role of lifelong learning attitude in vocational teacher development. 

Indeed, vocational teachers are expected to be able to cover a wide variety 

of competence, which correspond to a wide variety of tasks. Their role both 

as educators and occupation experts, as well their work being connected both 

to the school environment and the workplace makes their tasks multiple and 

complicated. As the literature suggests, the competence demands on voca-

tional teachers range from soft skills, like communication, collaboration, cre-

ativity and self-regulation to very specific ones like vocational knowledge and 

pedagogical and didactical expertise. Furthermore, the needs of their students 

seem to have an impact on these competence demands, adding digital skills 

and intercultural competence in the discussion. The development in all these 

areas cannot be facilitated only with learning in formal settings. Alternatively, 

as many authors suggest, boundary crossing processes seem to equip teachers 

with knowledge, skills, attitudes and values necessary to perform their every-

day work.  

The extended research in vocational teacher training, including only few 

studies in prior knowledge validation, are indicative of an effort to standardise 

the vocational teaching profession, by providing quality assurance processes 

for the competence development of the individual. Teacher training aspires to 

equip future vocational teachers with the teaching competence needed for their 

teaching tasks, whereas validation reassures quality in relationship to their oc-

cupational competence. The duality or multiplicity of vocational teachers’ 

competence (and identity) is reflected and supported in the literature. Never-

theless, several studies on CPD point at factors affecting competence devel-

opment after formal education, putting the responsibility on the individual 

teacher and their own initiative.  

Previous literature offers a variety of studies on vocational teachers with 

different loci. Within the Swedish context, literature seems to lack studies that 

grasp vocational teacher competence or tasks, as previous studies adopt a per-

spective of identity and roles. Furthermore, the general and the competence 
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profile of non-qualified vocational teachers, not only in Sweden but also in-

ternationally is under-researched. With a high demand for updated compe-

tence in several areas, this study addresses questions on what competence is 

developed by teachers, why and how they are prioritised.   
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Conceptual and theoretical framework: 

Developing competence in Communities of 

Practice 

This chapter presents the theoretical and conceptual underpinnings of the 

study. Beginning with learning in social contexts, the concept of competence 

is presented in relation to other concepts that have been associated with it over 

time for purposes of clarity. The competence model developed by Ellström 

(1994, 1998; Berglund, 2014) follows, describing different types of compe-

tence that guide the design and the analysis of the study. Finally, the theory of 

Communities of Practice is introduced, with the concepts of membership, 

multi-membership and regime of competence discussed.  

 

Learning and competence in social contexts 

In this study, the starting point for learning is considered action. On an every-

day basis, people act, making judgements, performing, cooperating with oth-

ers, provoking a constant interaction between themselves and their environ-

ment and, hence, provoking learning. However, action alone does not lead to 

learning. Learning, realised through everyday activity, remains important, but 

support from learning in formal settings is also needed (Ellström, 2001). The 

intellectualisation of work has considerably increased the demand for intellec-

tual skills and theoretical knowledge in work activities, causing the boundaries 

between technical, general and personal development-oriented competence to 

constantly shift (Ellström, 1998). For vocational teachers, this is translated as 

a continuous inquiry to adjust the boundaries of their competence to the de-

mands of their work. 

For this study, learning encompasses two dimensions; the individual pro-

cesses of impulses, filtered through previous experience and psychological in-

terpretation and the social interaction between the individual and the learning 

environment. The interplay of these dimensions provokes learning (Illeris, 

2002). The interaction and, thereby, the learning occur continuously. Even 

when the individual seems to process impulses alone, the social element’s 

presence and influence in learning is still mediated through social artefacts, 
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like books, social media or regulations. Consequently, learning is situated 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991), occurring in a particular context and situation, which 

is co-determinant for the learning as a process and as an outcome. 

With learning being a social and situated phenomenon, leaning in formal 

and informal settings are perceived not as opposites, but rather as complemen-

tary. Demonstrating the dynamic between the two types of learning, compe-

tence is developed as the result of reflection occurring in the interplay between 

formal and informal, “between the everyday and the organised, between the 

directly experienced and the conveyed, between the practical and the theoret-

ical” (Svensson et al., 2004, p. 481). According to this approach, competence, 

an individual’s ability to act effectively and reflectively, encompasses both 

practical and theoretical knowledge.  

Competence and other related concepts 

In the current study, competence addresses the individual’s capacity to actu-

alise a specific activity in a given situation and context and is characterised as 

developmental, situated and dynamic (Study I). Competence, however, can be 

viewed in a collective level, when learning occurs through interaction and 

communicative action, resulting in shared knowledge of something not previ-

ously known within a group (Döös & Wilhelmson, 2011). This commonly 

shared capacity for action is not a mere sum of individual competence, but a 

constant negotiation and development of the individual and the group. Alt-

hough a result of learning (Illeris, 2011), competence is not to be limited there, 

as it is not merely the end of a process; on the contrary competence conveys 

the instant capture of the learning process, its outcome combined with its fur-

ther potential. In addition to its potential nature, reflected also in situated 

learning theory, competence according to Illeris (2011) is related to action, 

encompassing empathy and insight, as well as judgements. Conversely, com-

petence should not be seen as a binary concept, but as achieved in different 

levels.  

Concepts often confused or connected to competence include qualifica-

tions, performance, skills and knowledge. An extended discussion for each 

one of them can be interesting, but the present study is limited in clarifying 

differences that are of importance to avoid conceptual and terminological con-

fusion and to support the understanding of the discussion presented. 

More often than not competence and qualification are used interchangea-

bly. Rooted in industrial sociology, qualifications were used to express 

knowledge and skills demands in the labour market. Due to industrialisation, 

labour market has been experiencing a situation of de-qualification (e.g., 

Braverman, 1998), accompanied by a focus on generic qualities, like flexibil-

ity. The concept of competence, discussed by organisational psychology and 

management, set the focus primarily on the individual’s readiness to meet 
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change. With competence becoming the desired quality in the new labour mar-

ket arena, qualifications kept a complementary role.  

The main distinction between the concepts is in nature. Competence refers 

to the individual’s potential capacity to perform a certain task or deal with a 

given situation (Ellström, 1997). Qualifications, on the other hand, are skills 

officially required by the job as well as prescribed by the employer. Qualifi-

cations, also, refer to the formal acquisition of competences, usually after an 

examination process (Garavan & McGuire, 2001). Moreover, qualifications 

are strongly linked with social status, since they imply an evaluation process 

that had positive results. In the notion of qualifications, the standards are 

clearly set; professionals are either qualified or not. This binary scale is in 

contrast with the competence scale that expresses several levels.  

Other major differences are related to the context. Qualification as a certi-

fied form of competence refers usually to a national level, for instance the 

National Qualification Framework (NQF). Competence is a concept perceived 

often as socially situated and constructed, hence, it mostly addresses skills, 

knowledge and attitudes in local or organisational settings (Eraut, 1994). Re-

flecting on the terms, it becomes clear that qualified professionals are not nec-

essarily competent, although the certification process is supposed to guarantee 

competence. Vice versa, competent professionals might not be qualified. 

Skills are also part of the same discussion. They are often perceived as dis-

crete, independent units which can be acquired through practice and trans-

ferred to novices (Hager, 2017), leading to the idea that a skilled occupation 

can be presented as a set of discrete skills. Such an approach is not in agree-

ment with the understanding of competence for the current study, as it implies 

that a teacher skilled in all different tasks, is also a skilled professional. This 

line of thought is lacking the “capacity to ‘put it all together” (Hager, 2017, p. 

218), as well as the judgement that experienced professionals seem to be able 

to perform regarding their actions in a given situation.  

Knowledge and competence are described as the result of learning, with 

the concept of knowledge being used more in relation to learning and compe-

tence used exclusively in relation to work or certain tasks (Ellström, 1992). 

Since “knowledge always undergoes construction and transformation in use” 

(Lave, 1996, p. 8) using another term to denote the new transformed 

knowledge might serve purposes of clarity. In this thesis, the concept of 

knowledge is approached both from a theoretical and practical perspective in-

cluding propositional knowledge, knowing-how and reflection following 

Eraut’s suggestion (1994, p. 16) for a definition of knowledge containing 

“procedural knowledge, propositional knowledge, practical knowledge, tacit 

knowledge, skills and know-how”. Even with this wider understanding, 

knowledge still seems to lack the potentiality for development that the concept 

of competence is attributed with. Also, it worth noting that there are aspects 

of knowledge which are not easy to be grasped in empirical studies and, thus, 
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this study can only present verbalised knowledge, obtained through inter-

views.  

Finally, another concept encountered often in relation to competence is 

performance. Competence per se is a construct, which cannot be observed 

directly. Competence can therefore, be distinguished only indirectly, mani-

festing itself in concrete actions, behaviours and choices in specific situations 

and contexts (Forsberg, 2009; Hager, 2017). “These actions, behaviors, or 

choices can be observed and measured, but the competence that underlies the 

performance, as well as the multiple attributes that contribute to it, can only 

be inferred” (Rychen & Salganik, 2003 p. 48). In summary, performance is 

the observable outcome of competence, it is a competence manifestation. Vice 

versa, competence is the condition for performance. 

Professional typology of competence  

According to Ellström’s model (1998), there are two main types of compe-

tence (competence and qualification), which can be divided in two further as-

pects, with an additional fifth located in the middle of the diagram. Compe-

tence is defined as the individual’s capacity to perform a work task which 

corresponds to the first type, named as competence. This is divided into actual 

and formal competence. Formal competence refers to formal education pro-

cesses, including legal requirements, such as certification, and it is regarded 

as evidence that an individual possess certain competencies to a certain level. 

Formal competence often serves as a basis for recruitment (Nordhaug & 

Grønhaug, 1994). The following figure presents the competence types.  

 

Figure 2. Different meanings of occupational competence 

 

Source: Ellström (1998, p. 42) 

 

Formal competence is contrasted with actual competence, which is defined as 

the capability to perform the work (Ellström, 1998). Actual competence in this 

study is addressed as achieved competence (Study II). The question raised 
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concerns the limited capacity of formal education to meet the demands for 

actual competence emerging from the labour market. Furthermore, it draws 

our attention to alternative forms of learning, like informal and workplace 

learning. This might be the case for vocational teachers in Sweden, especially 

those with several years of working experience but without formal teaching 

qualifications.  

The second type of competence located at the right in the model, describes 

what has been earlier referred to as qualifications. Also divided in two cate-

gories, the first is officially demanded competence. This is competence offi-

cially stated either by the employer or the trade branch (Ellström, 1992, 1997). 

In the case of vocational teachers, the respective legislation points out that 

these professionals are required to have both occupational and teaching qual-

ifications. Demanded competence, especially in an official way, is of high in-

terest and importance, as it constitutes part of a professionalisation process for 

both the organisation or institution that requires it, and for the group of pro-

fessionals that are expected to provide it. Introducing certification processes 

for vocations indicates the need for assuring quality and moving towards 

higher professionalism (Björnavåld, 2000; Colardyn, 1997). 

Ellström (1998) contrasts officially demanded competence with compe-

tence required by the job. These two categories might correspond or not. Alt-

hough the difference might not be much talked about, the distinction is neces-

sary especially when the discussion focuses on the bridging of education and 

workplace. Moreover, competence required by the workplace has been shown 

to be often undocumented, tacit and collective (Billett et al., 2006; Fenwick, 

2006). Competence development, especially in the form of non-formal inter-

nal company training, has often been the employer’s way of dealing with com-

petence demands, whether these are actual or imaginary.  

Competence-in-use is the competence actually applied by the employee in 

the work. Therefore, the interaction between the individual and the work tasks 

are in the focus. Competence-in-use shows an effort to conceptualise the in-

teraction of all other competence types and the product of this interaction. It 

is the part where the job, actual or prescribed, meets the worker’s capacity, 

actual or formal. This fifth type of competence is located in the middle to il-

lustrate its capacity to balance the employee’s competence with the employer 

and the job demands. Nevertheless, as the model is a graphical representation, 

there is a balance between the different types and how they are connected to 

competence-in-use that is not present in reality. The job characteristics may 

support or hinder the individual to use their competence. On the contrary, in-

dividual factors, like previous experiences or interest (Berglund, 2010; Ber-

glund & Andersson, 2012), combined with work related factors like organisa-

tion structure and the employee’s autonomy affect the competence the indi-

vidual chooses to use (Ellström, 1998, 2010). 

Investigating the relationships between the different types of competence, 

a better understanding of how they are developed can be facilitated. In the 
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model, there is a clear horizontal dimension referring to explicit and implicit 

competence. Moreover, there is a vertical dimension addressing what has pre-

viously been explained as competence and qualification. Comparing the dif-

ferent types of competence, the relations created between them become high-

lighted. The first relationship concerns formal and officially demanded com-

petence and stresses the necessity for institutional/organisational legitimacy 

(Berglund, 2014). On a micro level, this relationship occurs when jobseekers 

compare their formal education with job descriptions. It, therefore, becomes 

clear that this relationship sets the focus on selling and buying competence, 

including the negotiations of this process. Legitimacy refers both to the indi-

vidual as an employee and to the organisation which aspires to reassure the 

required competence for its function. On a meso level, the supply and demand 

challenge is raised. On a macro level, institutional/organisational legitimacy 

sheds light on the relationship between the competence produced by the edu-

cation system, and the competence demanded by the labour market (Berglund, 

2014).  

The second relationship lies between formal and actual competence, dis-

cussing the tension between what is formally documented and what the indi-

vidual person is actually capable of. The time dimension has an effect on this 

relationship (Berglund, 2014). For example, it is assumed that a novice and an 

experienced teacher would have different actual competence; however very 

similar if not the same formal competence. Of course, a question which rises 

up is if improving one’s formal educational level would make a difference in 

actual competence improvement and up to what degree. The struggle in this 

relationship concerns the individual legitimacy, in the individual’s effort to 

demonstrate their formally achieved competence and prove the development 

of the informally achieved one. 

The third relationship is between officially demanded competence and 

competence required by the job. Åberg (2002) highlights an interesting fact 

about Sweden, where far more jobs officially demand higher education cre-

dentials than what is actually needed in the job. This relationship focuses on 

organisational competence development and brings up issues regarding the 

difficulty in pointing out the exact competence needs in an organisation (Ber-

glund, 2014). From the employer perspective, there is an interest in creating a 

good image of the organisational competence development for legitimacy and 

marketing purposes. For the employees, it remains equally important to be 

seen as highly competent, although some competence might not be necessary 

for performing the respective job.  

The fourth relationship regards competence required by the job and actual 

competence, illustrating the difference between what the individual is compe-

tent in and what is needed for the job. Berglund (2014) claims that individual 

competence development can be perceived as the hidden version of institu-

tional/organisational legitimacy when the aim is competence development for 

meeting the organisational demands. This relationship has a clearly implicit 
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character shown in the lack of official documentation. The second study of 

this doctoral thesis addresses this exact relationship, which is characterised by 

high individuality and subjectivity. 

Finally, in the study of Berglund (2014) there are four additional relation-

ships with competence-in-use as their starting point. The relationship 5, be-

tween formal and competence-in-use can be realised by the formal continuous 

professional development. Relationship 6, between actual competence and 

competence-in-use highlights the challenge of applying the actual competence 

of the employee, in other words use the worker’s expertise. Of course, this 

action requires the recognition of prior learning. Relationship number 7, be-

tween the competence required by the job and competence-in-use, points out 

the issue of mismatch between the required and the officially demanded com-

petence. Alternatively, it can be an indication for hidden or unidentified com-

petences demands at work. Finally, the relationship 8, between official de-

manded and competence-in-use, sheds the light on the employer and their or 

their institution’s interpretation of competence demands.  

The relationships presented based on Ellström’s model correspond to con-

curring and overlapping learning processes that take place whether in formal 

or informal settings. The model provides a way of identifying and interpreting 

them, offering in each case the possibility to set the focus on a different actor, 

activity and conditions of learning. In other words, the model espouses the 

importance of the interaction between the learner, the environment and the 

activity and also highlights the role of collective learning. 

The model of Ellström in the present study  

In the effort to explore the vocational teachers’ competence, Ellström’s model 

can act as an analytical framework and an epistemological base. From an an-

alytical perspective, the model highlights both the explicit and implicit aspects 

of competence. The upper side of the model addresses explicit, legitimised 

and validated competence, while the implicit aspect of competence is pre-

sented in the lower axis of the model and is rather driven by a work task-

oriented approach. In this dissertation, some types of competence are de-

scribed based on the literature, the respective curricula and policy documents, 

while others emerge from the research material per se.  

More specifically, the model was used for the operationalisation of compe-

tence prior to the questionnaire construction (Study II). Inspired by this model, 

the questionnaire included two types of competence, namely actual compe-

tence (achieved competence) and competence required by the job (important 

competence). As described in the Methodological approach chapter, compe-

tence in Study II was expressed through teachers’ and principals’ perception 

of competence. 

Reflecting on the concepts presented above, the conception of competence 

in this dissertation is an integrated one, as described by Hager (2017) (also in 
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Mulder, 2014; Mulder et al., 2007), which is characterised by its commitment 

to holism when approaching any professional practice. This holism is ex-

pressed in three ways. Firstly, actual work practice does not involve one task 

at a time, but several tasks simultaneously. Therefore, competence is not a 

mere capacity to perform tasks separately. Rather it stresses the capacity of 

putting it all together with aim to correspond to the work demands (Hager, 

2017). For example, a vocational teacher can simultaneously deliver teaching 

on a technical skill, while commenting on work ethics, maintaining class man-

agement and building a relationship of trust with the students. Succeeding in 

all these tasks requires not only having developed the respective skills, but 

also having professional judgement and making ad hoc decisions on how to 

handle a situation. 

Secondly, the contextuality of competence is another expression of its ho-

lism. Good performance is based on situational understanding (Hager, 2017), 

meaning the consideration of contextual factors. For instance, experts can de-

cide to bend the rules, in case it is needed, which would prove them not skilled 

with regards to applying the rules, but skilled in dealing a particular occasion. 

Thirdly, competence is not tacit; it is rather observable through its manifesta-

tions with the most common being performance (Hager, 2017). Hence, the 

grasping of competence requires the grasping of its aftermath, meaning per-

formance. All in all, the effort to grasp competence is an effort to not only 

detect the potential capability, but also its enactment and its aftermath. 

Competence as defined by Ellström (1998, p. 267) is “the potential capacity 

of an individual (or a collective) to successfully (according to certain formal 

or informal criteria, set by oneself or by somebody else) handle certain situa-

tions or complete a certain task or job”. Therefore, competence, strongly con-

nected to work, entails knowledge, skills, attitudes and values, but also will, 

feelings and personality. It addresses the relation between an individual’s ca-

pacity and the requirements of a task or the individual’s potential rather than 

an actual capacity. From this perspective, competence is being able to translate 

knowledge into action in a context (Andersson, 2014; Berglund, 2010). 

While Ellström’s typology covers different types of competence usually 

promoted by different actors, the perspective of a community of practitioners 

is not highlighted. No one-particular type of competence corresponds to what 

a community of practitioners values. CoPs are informal in essence, meaning 

that the life in the community as produced by its members unfolds in an or-

ganic way that cannot be grasped informal descriptions, since it is not always 

stable and standardised. Hence, this life cannot be equated with institutional 

life or structures (Wenger, 1998). Furthermore, due to the limited regulation 

of the profession of vocational teachers, formal competence alone is not suf-

ficient to present legitimised competence in the profession. In addition, what 

is considered of value can be differently defined by the state and practitioners, 

as individuals, but also as a community. To explore this perspective further, 
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Communities of Practice, and more specifically the concept of competence 

regime, are presented and discussed. 

 

Vocational teacher communities and their regime of 

competence  

As social learning theorists, Lave and Wenger (1991) approached learning as 

participation, an ongoing process which changes over time. In their theory of 

Communities of Practice (CoP), learning acquires the meaning of creation; the 

learner becomes member in a practice, by creating an understanding of the 

practice (Wenger, 1998). The learner becomes associated with the practice by 

developing practical abilities and habits important for the practice. In other 

words, the practice itself as the learner are simultaneously shaped and shaping. 

CoP’s approach accepts the situated nature of learning, viewing its outcomes 

as gaining status and relevance only in relation to specific situations and social 

contexts (Lave & Wenger, 1991). In that sense, vocational teachers’ compe-

tence is perceived as important or trivial within the respective CoP and in re-

lationship to the tasks instructed by their practice in a specific time and space. 

Hence, importance is defined by the interaction between the individual and 

the environment, the same way that learning occurs.  

Within theories approaching learning as a social activity, Communities of 

Practice constitute an analytical framework assisting the exploration of how 

learning occurs in people’s coordinated participation. Communities of prac-

tice have three basic characteristics. Firstly, mutual engagement, referring to 

the active cooperation with each other. Secondly, joint enterprise, addressing 

the participants’ common intentions and goals, as well as the feeling of under-

taking one common task. For vocational teachers, joint enterprise can be ap-

proached as the goal of VET, usually a combination of preparing complete 

individuals and citizens, but also occupational workers ready to enter the la-

bour market. The third element is the shared repertoire, including shared cul-

ture and knowledge expressed as social tools, for example language, symbols, 

routines, and rules (Wenger, 1998). 

Central in Communities of Practice is the concept of practice. A practice is 

a collective pattern of action that acquires structure and meaning by the social-

historical context which it is performed in (Wenger, 1998). Engaging in prac-

tice involves the person as a whole, acting and knowing. As an act, practice 

recreates culturally and historically inherited activities (Vygotsky, 1978; Le-

ontiev, 1978), meaning that the members act to some extent in accordance 

with existing norms, methods and knowledge. According to Wenger (1998), 

the meaning of a practice is affected by the context but it is never completely 

given by it: 
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“The negotiation of meaning is a productive process, but negotiating 

meaning is not constructing it from scratch. Meaning is not pre-existing, but 

neither is it simply made up. Negotiated meaning is at once both historical 

and dynamic, contextual and unique” (p. 54). 

 

Meaning addresses the ways in which individuals “contextualise” (Lave, 

1993), and relates to their membership to a larger context. A practice is con-

nected to a number of possible social contexts, while the actors’ unique expe-

riences also influence the meaning of the practice. For teachers, meaning can 

be based on individual dispositions. However, meaning can also be expressed 

in the form of values or mission by an education system in general or on an 

institutional level, affecting the individual approach.  

Individuals participate in practice to a larger or smaller extent moving from 

legitimate peripheral to full participation. Legitimate peripheral participation 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991) describes the changes in membership referring to the 

involvement of newcomers with old-timers and with the practice, leading to a 

legitimised position in the CoP. Peripheral participation offers newcomers ac-

cess to mutual relationships around the practice, facilitating the community’s 

development “over generations” (Lave & Wenger 1991, p. 114) by sharing 

accountability for collective endeavours and resources with newcomers 

(Warhurst, 2008). In peripheral participation, newcomers become familiar 

with the community language and culture, become assigned with responsibil-

ities while co-constructing the meaning of the practice; this changes their iden-

tities (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

Participation and competence development can be seen as evolving in par-

allel. As participation develops from peripheral to full, so does competence, 

with the learner moving from “‘novice,’ ‘advanced beginner,’ ‘competent,’ 

and ‘proficient’ to ‘expert.’” (Poortman et al., 2011, p. 267), following a 

model originally developed by Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980). Nevertheless, in 

this dissertation, while participation plays a key role in learning, individual 

dispositions and prior competence should not be ignored. 

With reference to peripheral participation in identity formation, Communi-

ties of Practice have been criticized about the limited explanation of power 

relations on the periphery (Busher et al., 2007; Fox, 2000). Located between 

the social and the individual, identity is seen as an outcome of situated learn-

ing, an outcome of the process of shaping and reshaping identity through prac-

tice participation. Identity is described as a self-understanding which derives 

from how individuals define themselves in relation to others in a specific con-

text, including the attributes individuals attach to themselves in relation to 

their memberships (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Lave and Wenger 

(1991) emphasise that identity is also deeply connected with motivation for 

further learning, as individuals get motivated to participate based on the idea 

that this participation can assist them to self-realisation. 
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According to previous research, vocational teachers have dual identities 

which are informed by their previous occupation and by the teaching practice 

(e.g., Andersson et al., 2018; Köpsen & Andersson, 2018; Nylund & Gud-

mundson, 2017). Identity formation includes the development of competence, 

but also, the acceptance and participation in the joint enterprise. In other 

words, identity refers to some level of belonging and, thus, to membership, 

implying the embracing of the regime of competence of the CoP (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Consequently, identity is centred on the indi-

vidual as a whole and their interaction with the CoP.  

Nevertheless, this study does not search for the individual trajectory, but 

for the collective experience of competence, although individual trajectories 

are included and reflected upon. Hence, the concepts of competence and re-

gime of competence are more suitable for the investigation. Additionally, con-

cepts assisting in this process involve membership (including accountability) 

and multi-membership (including brokering). 

Membership 

The theory of CoP does not have strict guidelines about how practice or com-

munity is defined. The teaching practice occurs to a large extent in the class-

room and, thus, engages students as well. Although students are engaged in 

the practice of teaching, for this dissertation, the community of teaching prac-

tice is restricted to a professional CoP of vocational teachers, referring to in-

dividuals employed as vocational teachers in the context of Sweden. In addi-

tion to the teaching community, vocational teachers maintain membership in 

their occupational community as well, while they are also part of a school 

community, where general teachers, administrators, school principals and 

other professionals are involved. 

Membership in a CoP is the individual’s dynamic belonging to specific so-

cial contexts that can enable and limit the individual’s participation in the re-

spective practices. The effect of the membership on participation is caused 

both by the learner and the environment. Participation is enabled and limited 

based on the learner’s own notions of membership, with the social context 

being the frame based on which the learner understands the practice and them-

selves in relation to their own participation (Handley et al., 2006). Therefore, 

membership consists of the learner’s belonging, their identity and their attrib-

ution of meaning. Moreover, participation is permitted or limited by others in 

a CoP, with Lave and Wenger (1991) arguing that membership is acquired 

when others, both members and non-members of the community consider the 

newcomer a legitimate member. Legitimate membership leads to access to a 

community, whose standards and values define the members’ status. Conse-

quently, membership is based both on the individual’s own perceptions, and 

the social environment with the actors included in it. 
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Membership in a CoP entails some degree of accountability to the regime 

of competence of the community. For instance, teachers are accountable to be 

able to deliver a lesson to students, since their membership in the respective 

community requires them to do so. The accountability to the regime and, thus, 

to the CoP enables different forms of engagement in the practice, facilitating 

the realisation of the practice, the participation in it and the ability to become 

a competent participant within the practice. In this sense, practice serves “as 

the curriculum of a social learning space: challenges of practice are the driver 

of learning and experiences of practice provide resources to learning.” 

(Wenger, 2009, p. 4). Consequently, exploring the challenges and the compe-

tence demands of vocational teaching can offer a better view of the regime of 

competence of their CoP. Moreover, accountability is expressed as with ref-

erence to identity too, with learning in social learning spaces covering “all the 

aspects of knowing relevant to a person who can act meaningfully and com-

petently” (Wenger, 2009, p. 4). Accountability to identity informs not only 

ways of behaving, but also ways of being. 

With membership entailing accountability to a CoP, competence is ap-

proached as important because it is instructed as such by the respective com-

munity through its regime. Several competence definitions, however, ap-

proach competence in relation to some predetermined obligations given by the 

professional position (e.g., Malik et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2018).  Competence 

related to teaching life is, thus, expected to be seen as important by teachers 

when they consider themselves members of the teaching CoP. Respectively, 

vocation related competence is expected to be perceived as important by 

teachers who still consider themselves members in the vocational community 

and, hence, still accountable to it. As shown by previous research, important 

for vocational teachers is the membership in at least two professional CoP as 

well as the action of brokering (e.g., Mårtensson et al., 2019). 

Multi-membership and brokering 

Multi-membership refers to the individual’s participation in several practices 

and, thus, to their membership in different CoPs. Wenger (1998) believes that 

memberships in different CoPs can sometimes be conflicting. Nevertheless, 

multi-membership can be achieved through an ongoing identity negotiation 

during which the individual reconciles different aspects, creating continuity 

between different memberships, with the aim of experiencing a coherent self. 

Regarding multi-membership as an inherent identity feature, Wenger (2000) 

presents the effects of multi-membership as personal maturity and social co-

hesion, with the last meaning the bridging of different communities. 

While multi-membership addresses a status and a condition of community 

members, brokering focuses more on the actions taken under this status. Bro-

kering is the action of transferring elements from one community to another, 

while using the status of multi-membership (Wenger, 1998). However, not all 
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multi-membership entails brokering, as there are memberships that are kept 

separate. Furthermore, brokering is the way of a CoP to relate itself to the 

outside, as the brokering activities are occurring in the boundaries of a com-

munity, but also about them. Brokering, as introducing elements from one 

community and practice to another, requires the identification of common 

points, but also translation, coordination and alignment of different perspec-

tives. A high level of legitimacy of the member is also required. Wenger 

(1998) claims that brokers’ contribution lies “precisely in being neither in nor 

out” (p.110) regarding membership. In the case of vocational teachers, it is 

more possible that staying in the limits of the two practices may harm the 

individual’s professional legitimacy. Instead, full membership in both CoPs 

seems to be demanded, in order to ensure high awareness and granted legiti-

macy. 

Vocational teachers, members in several CoPs, undertake a big part of their 

informal learning within those communities (Viskovic & Robson 2001), while 

they are articulating regimes of competence across boundaries (Fenton-

O’Creevy et al., 2015). As this dissertation lies in the field of pedagogy, multi-

membership supports the development of a learning approach that can facili-

tate the individual’s ability to switch between memberships and bridge differ-

ent often competing logics and ideals that can be found in landscapes of prac-

tices. Multi-membership presents, therefore, some similarities with concept of 

learning by expanding (Engeström, 1987). Nevertheless, multi-membership is 

actor oriented. Inspired by Akkerman and Bakker (2011), multi-membership 

can be approached as boundary crossing, as the ability to transcend and pull 

together sociocultural boundaries between different CoPs and social contexts 

(see also Tanggaard, 2007). According to Wenger (1998), boundaries serve to 

keep outsiders out of the community, but also members in. This function is 

also addressed by membership and instructed by the respective regime of com-

petence. Therefore, the community’s regime of competence implicitly out-

lines the boundaries as well. 

Regime of competence  

Similar to Burke and Stets’ identity theory concept of role identity, which is 

“the set of expectations tied to a social position that guide people’s attitudes 

and behavior” (2009, p.114), the regime of competence is a system of princi-

ples, a set of expectations that recognise membership. To achieve member-

ship, an individual should be competent, meaning aware and understanding of 

the shared enterprise of the CoP, capable and eligible to engage in it and, 

hence, allowed to interact with other members and with resources (Wenger, 

2010). Thereby, the regime of competence outlines what is expected by mem-

bers to know and to be, and it is defined by the CoP (Wenger, 1998). There-

fore, competence is perceived as connected with both the community and the 

practice. With reference specifically to vocational teachers, professionalism is 
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summarised as “participation in practice, up to date knowledge basis (also in 

relation to the initial occupation), awareness of the legal aspects of work as 

well as of the working culture, teaching skills, self-development attitude, hu-

manistic values and responsibility and accountability” (Study I, p. 472) high-

lighting some of the competence present in the vocational teachers’ regime of 

competence.  

Vocational teachers’ competence, as profession related capabilities are in-

evitably situated in the vocational teaching practice and the respective CoP. 

For example, to be able to teach a vocational subject, teachers should acquire 

skills and knowledge on the subject, but also remain competent in performing 

the main tasks of the vocational practice. This profound and constant connec-

tion between the vocational teaching practice and the previous vocational 

practice indicates that competence development and professional identity for-

mation are realised through several boundary crossings between the two prac-

tices. Acting as brokers, vocational teachers mediate the two practices intro-

ducing ideas from their previous work in the teaching landscape (Wärvik & 

Lindberg, 2018). When legitimised by an institutional authority or a CoP, this 

brokering activity can deeply influence the formation of the regime of compe-

tence, with the broker facilitating the translation, coordination and alignment 

of different perspectives and meanings (Wenger, 1998). 

 

Communities of Practice in the present study 

Communities of Practice highlight the interaction between the individual and 

the environment, including both the community and the practice, indicating 

the necessity to explore competence as an outcome of learning in relation to 

the individual and their experiences, but also to the context in which it is prac-

ticed. Multi-membership, shared enterprise as well as regime of competence, 

focus on how these interactions affect the importance of specific competences 

predicting and/or explaining the direction of intended (formal) and subcon-

scious (informal) learning in the community. Consequently, understanding 

and defining a regime of competence can support identifying the driving 

forces behind the learning trends and predict some learning outcomes and 

needs.  

Although influential, Lave and Wenger’s theory of CoP (Corradi et al., 

2010) is relatively young. Scholars are sceptical about the theory’s limited 

applicability for analysing learning as and about identity being perceived as 

conceptually vague (Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2004; Hodkinson et al., 2004). 

Considering that in the participation metaphor the role of individuals is sub-

sumed into the social, Billett (2002) introduced agentic activity, invitational 

qualities, and workplace affordances to highlight power aspects and personal 

agency. Reflecting on this critique, and to further support the exploration of 

the individual, Ellström’s model of competence is introduced. 
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Furthermore, vocational teaching in Sweden, seems to be characterised by 

flexibility with reference to the competence profile of its representatives. Con-

sequently, understanding what competence is important might not be suffi-

cient. Exploring the prioritisation of competence within the regime can offer 

a better insight in the value of competence for different actors involved in its 

formation. Ellström’s typology of competence (1998) explores competence 

types and their relationship, offering a tool to approach unexplored compe-

tence settings for various professional groups. 

 

Connecting Ellström’s model with the regime of 

competence 

Ellström’s competence model and regime of competence are applied in this 

study to analyse the findings. In order to demonstrate how they complement 

each other in relation to vocational teachers’ competence, the following table 

summarizes the main aspects of the model and the theory, demonstrating what 

each framework offers to this study.  

 

Table 1. Elements of the theoretical approaches 

 

 

As a situated learning theory, Communities of Practice are preoccupied with 

the context, as well as with the group. That makes access to a community and 

to a practice a necessary condition for learning. In this case, learning includes 

learning of the practice, negotiation of meaning, development of competence 

and of an individual identity that corresponds to a high extend to the collective 

identity. In this process of learning, the individual member of the CoP learns 

the norms of the practice, while simultaneously shapes them, by bringing in 

personal experiences and competence (Ellström, 2010; Lave and 

Theories of  

learning 

Conditions What is  

learnt? 

How? 

Situated 

learning (CoP) 

Access in  

Communities of 

Practice  

Practice, meaning, 

competence, 

identity 

Participation, reifi-

cation 

Learning as  

action  

(Ellström) 

Spaces for action 

(perceived or ac-

tual) through dif-

ferent (work-) con-

ditions 

Individual  

competence 

(competence-in-

use) 

Adaptive learning 

(routine-based) 

Developmental 

learning (creativ-

ity) 
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Wenger,1991; Wenger, 1998). Instead, Ellström’s typology focuses on the in-

dividual rather than the group, viewing action as learning. Action occurs in 

different spaces, for example workplaces, and results in the individual com-

petence (competence-in-use). This learning process can be routine-based, re-

producing already existing routines or rules, or it can be creative, introducing 

new ways of acting (developmental learning) (Ellström, 2010).  

Whereas with a different locus the two theories are not contradicting; they 

are rather supplementary. The individual action occurs in relationship to prac-

tices. Vice versa, participation in practices and community membership grants 

access to spaces, where action occurs. Furthermore, participation resembles 

adaptive learning, when the learner familiarises and adopts already existing 

routines. Reification, on the other hand, refers to the input of the individual 

member to the community and the practice (Wenger, 2010), a process that can 

lead to developmental learning through innovation (Ellström, 2010). Never-

theless, the reification and developmental learning are neither always, nor 

completely overlapping. In conclusion, the main difference refers to the out-

come of learning with Elltröm’s typology emphasising individual compe-

tence, while CoP turns towards collective competence, expressed through the 

regime of competence. Finally, identity and meaning as instructed by the the-

ory of CoP are approached more as processes rather than products, as their 

nature is dynamic and not standard.  

In the chapter titled Bringing together Studies I, II and III findings from all 

three Studies are brought together and discussed in the context of this disser-

tation. In this enquiry, concepts from both Ellström’s model and from CoP are 

used, as they complement each other and they highlight different perspective 

of competence (as an outcome and as a process). More specifically, different 

types of competence, for example actual and required by the job, are utilised, 

while membership, multi-membership, accountability and the regime of com-

petence are central in the discussion. With the focus lying on the connection 

between the regime of competence of vocational teachers, which is one of the 

main results of this thesis, and Ellström’s model, their relationship should be 

further elaborated.  

Competence-in-use, based on Ellström’s model describes the relationship 

between the tasks or the practice and the individual teacher. Communities of 

Practice approach this relationship through participation, which does not offer 

the analytical power of competence types that Ellström’s model provides. The 

regime of competence, on the other hand, describes the relationship between 

the practice or the task and the community of practitioners that engage in it. 

This community, though, does not include any individual; instead, only mem-

bers are reflected in the community’s actions. How the CoP defines the prac-

tice, and therefore the competence for it, is described and reflected in the re-

gime of competence. The regime of competence can be approached as the re-
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sults of the interactions among competence-in-use from the different individ-

ual members. Nevertheless, this study stresses the role of peripheral or non-

members as well. 

 

Figure 3. Elements of the theory of CoP combined with elements from Ellström’s com-

petence model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Considering the individual as the point of reference, the regime of competence 

and the competence-in-use overlap, also because the regime of competence is 

always interpreted as perceived by the individual. Based on individual dispo-

sitions and influences from the environment, the individual decides which 

competence is to be applied in the work (competence-in-use), assigning this 

competence with importance, which is translated as relevance and applicabil-

ity to the practice and the completion of the respective tasks. Selecting the 

community as a reference point, the regime of competence and competence-

in-use seem to share a lot of elements, without necessarily overlapping. As the 

community includes a number of individuals, the variety of their individual 

dispositions can affect the perception of what is competence-in-use and, there-

fore, what is important and relevant. Furthermore, other types of competence, 

like formal competence are valued differently by different members, whose 

authority and power in the community can be crucial in defining competence 

as important and, thus, as part of the regime. This points out to the main dif-

ference between the competence-in-use and the regime of competence. 

Whereas the first sets the locus on individual preference and relevance to the 

practice, the second focuses on approval and legitimation by the broader com-

munity. 

Another main difference is that the regime of competence as an outcome 

of the communities interactions highlights how the members view importance, 

Competence in use Regime of competence 

Professional
practice

Community of 
practitioners

Individual 
teacher

Membership 
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making the members/practitioners the main actors in play, with other actors 

and structures only filtered through members’ perception and personal evalu-

ations. That makes both the practice and the regime very contextual. 

Ellström’s model focuses more on the interaction between the work tasks and 

the individual practitioners. Consequently, Ellström’s model includes more 

actors and structures, while the practitioners’ perceptions is one of the several 

elements addressed. This offers a perspective more decontextualised, where 

the vocational teaching as a profession, can be approached from structures less 

affected by the individual dispositions and the context. 

Nevertheless, as analytical tools the two concepts can be combined. From 

the perspective of the individual teacher or a specific school (as a workplace 

for teachers) where the regime of competence acts as an overall framework of 

not standard nature, Ellström’s model can be seen as a way to categorise the 

different types of competence within the regime. This can be of use for the 

individual assessment of competence or the planning of competence develop-

ment within the school environment. Applying Ellström’s model on the pro-

fession or the practice of vocational teaching, the way how the regime is 

formed and how competence receives importance within it can be elaborated. 

The model can provide explanations about the structures and the interactions 

within the competence in the regime. Study III has approached the material 

with this perspective. The overall analysis of this dissertation is mostly based 

on using the model and the regime with the relationship describe here. 

In sum, with Ellström’s model focusing on relevance to practice as im-

portance and regime of competence setting the approval of the community in 

the foreground, combining them allows to approach the interaction between 

not only the individual and the group, but also the task or the practice.  
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Methodology 

Research design 

This study consists of three sub-studies (Study I, II and III) with aim to explore 

and uncover the competence of vocational teachers in Sweden. Every sub-

study has its own unique methodological design that falls under the umbrella 

research strategy. Aiming to investigate a phenomenon where more research 

is needed (Patton, 2002), the research questions include both questions of var-

iance and questions of process (Maxwell & Loomis, 2003), and the research 

strategy is of multimethods, embedding a conceptual analysis, a questionnaire 

and semi-structured interviews. The following figure summarises the three 

Studies and their respective methods. 

 

Figure 4. Studies I-III and their methods 
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pert. For this purpose, the researcher has selected a “qualitativelly driven mul-

timethod approach” (Hesse-Biber et al., 2015, p. 4). More specifically, the 

study follows a sequential explanatory design (Creswell et al., 2003), while in 

terms of priority, the study is qualitative. However, in terms of sequence, the 

quantitative methods are applied first, resulting in an approach quant -> 

QUAL (Hesse-Biber et al., 2015). The findings emerge from the qualitative 

methods, meaning the interview findings. Nevertheless, the questionnaire oc-

curred earlier in the process with aim to provide the researcher with the 

broader picture of vocational teachers’ professional competence in Sweden, 

as the existing literature presented gaps on large-scale studies on the target 

population.  

The methods described in this section represent the three different Studies, 

whose findings are combined to answer the research questions. The three 

Studies, and thus their respective methods, supplement each other and high-

light different understandings of the concept under study, vocational teachers’ 

competence. Professional competence is discussed as operationalised through 

the conceptual analysis method (CAM) (Study I), as an outcome of learning 

through the questionnaire approach (Study II), and within the interviews, as a 

more open and individually interpretated approach (Study III). Therefore, dif-

ferent methods supplement and facilitate a broader understanding of the phe-

nomena in focus, with different methods approached as “parts of a mutually 

reinforcing whole” (Pearce, 2015, p. 43). The focus only in one of them can 

be limiting for the research potential (Johnson & Stefurak, 2013). 

Multimethod design opens up to the possibilities offered by different meth-

ods. In the first phase, a conceptual analysis was performed to facilitate a bet-

ter understanding of the concept under study and help the researcher further 

decision-making regarding the operationalization of the concept (Study I). In 

the second phase, the questionnaire allowed the examination of factors affect-

ing the perceptions of competence (Study II). Furthermore, the questionnaire 

involved both teachers and school principals’ views in the overall discussion. 

If significant statistical connections were found during this phase, the inform-

ants for the interviews would have been selected in a different way. In the 

third phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted (Study III). Unfortu-

nately, recruitment of principals in the stage of interviews was not successful. 

Combining the interviews with the questionnaire supported and contextual-

ised the interview findings into a larger context (Hesse-Biber et al., 2015). 

This has facilitated a deeper reflection on how the wider implications of the 

present study can be evaluated.  

 Serving the first research question with reference to the understanding of 

competence per se, a multimethod approach is necessary as it offers a different 

perspective on the concept. Comparing the findings from studies with differ-

ent approaches on competence and, thus learning, enables and enacts a discus-

sion about the nature of the concept and the way it is used in research. More 

specifically, part of the research material collected from the questionnaire was 
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compared with the material from the interviews, but part of it has a comple-

mentary role. Similar designs have been used by other studies in the same 

topic (e.g., Teräs, et al., 2019 for Sweden, and, Sartori et al., 2015 for interna-

tional research). 

Finally, the study included comparisons at different levels. At a micro level, 

comparisons include forms of education (general and adult education), types 

of educational providers and actors highlighting their role in fostering specific 

competences (Dimmock, 2007). More specifically, the units of comparison 

are the actors (Bray et al., 2007), meaning principals and vocational teachers, 

as well as the different types of education, namely upper secondary and adult 

education.  

Summary of the methods in the different studies 

The following sections provide a brief overview of the methods used in the 

three studies. 

Study I: Conceptual analysis 

The first study constitutes a conceptual analysis. Conceptual analysis method 

(CAM) is based in systematic literature review, with a focus on a specific con-

cept. CAM does not look for one single meaning. On the contrary, it explores 

the variety of concept meanings and the role of the context in its construction 

(Tähtinen & Havila, 2018). Since it focuses on the many concept interpreta-

tions, CAM is appropriate to highlight its complexity and for that reason it has 

been selected to investigate the ill-defined competence concept.  

Setting the limitations of the conceptual analysis, its time period was from 

2010 to 2018, with 2009-2010, being the year when several international or-

ganisations released reports on the importance of VET and the role of voca-

tional teachers (e.g., OECD, 2010, European Commission, 2010). The search 

included three keyword searches. The first contained the term professional 

OR vocational OR occupational, the second was competen* OR skill and the 

third entailed the phrase vocational teacher. The first criterion for article se-

lection was abstract relevance, the second was text relevance and finally, a 

quality criterion was introduced, the existence of a definition of the concept 

under discussion.  

For the 45 articles selected, the analysis was performed in five phases. 

Firstly, issues of ambiguity were tackled, meaning homonymy and synonymy 

(Tähtinen & Havila, 2018). With the help of dictionaries (Cambridge Diction-

ary | English Dictionary, 2019; Collins Dictionary | Definition, Thesaurus and 

Translations, 2019; Dictionary by Merriam-Webster: America's most-trusted 

online dictionary, 2019), competence was shown to cover several different 
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meanings, like qualifications and professionalism. Moreover, various con-

cepts were used to communicate the notion of competence, for example skills, 

ability, knowledge and competency.  

In the second phase the articles were coded and analysed with NVIVO. The 

coding was in three categories: articles with a definition constructed by the 

authors, articles with a definition adopted by other scholars and finally articles 

lacking a congruent definition. Thirdly, the researcher identified attributes of 

professional competence in the definitions, through a qualitative content anal-

ysis which is in agreement with the CAM (Holsti, 1969; Neuendorf, 2002).  

Fourthly, concepts neighbouring to professional competence have been 

identified and selected for further analysis (Sartori, 2009). The final step was 

objective word analysis (Stern, 2006). The most frequent terms with a possible 

connection to professional competence were detected in the data and their 

proximity and connection to the concept was checked. The aim was to ensure 

that concepts with similar or related meaning have also been considered in the 

analysis. 

Study II: Survey and statistical analysis 

The second study engaged a quantitative strategy, with a cross-sectional de-

sign. The data was collected through an online questionnaire including demo-

graphic questions, questions on challenges for vocational teachers, questions 

about important and achieved competence and finally, COVID19 related ques-

tions. The main goal of this questionnaire was to collect demographic data on 

vocational teachers and map their preference over the development of specific 

competence based on their importance. In addition, comparisons between the 

views of teachers and principals were intended. 

The questionnaire was inspired by international studies (Manley & Zinser, 

2012, Sartori et al., 2015), but changes informed by the literature and by re-

ports on vocational teachers in Sweden (CSE, 2020; NAE, 2014) were made 

to fit the Swedish context. The main body of the questionnaire constituted 27 

items, representing different competencies for vocational teachers (the list is 

presented on Table 2). On a scale of 1 to 7, the participants assessed the items 

regarding their importance to their work (importance scale) and the degree to 

which they have developed them (achievement scale). Vocational teachers 

participating in the study assessed items referring to themselves; school prin-

cipals assessed them with reference to teachers. Moreover, there was a set of 

items on challenges, rated in a scale of 1 to 7 only by teachers. The question-

naire was piloted with 14 vocational teacher students, with α= .953 for the 27-

item scale of importance, α= .927 for the scale of achievement and α= .915 for 

the challenge scale. 
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Table 2. List of items for the importance and achievement scale 

A vocational teacher… 

1.         has theoretical-didactical knowledge on teaching 

2.         has previous teaching experience 

3.         has knowledge of the curriculum they teach  

4.         is able to plan the teaching process  

5.         is able to use information technology to design and deliver learn-

ing 

6.         can create conditions for all students’ learning and development 

7.         is able to incorporate aspects of sustainability in learning 

8.         can assess students’ knowledge, skills and abilities  

9.         clarifies the evaluation and grading criteria for students 

10.       evaluates and develops their own teaching  

11.       has good communication with the students 

12.       can collaborate with colleagues 

13.       keep vocational knowledge and skills updated 

14.       collaborate with working life 

15.       participates in finding placement positions of quality 

16.       has knowledge of different cultures 

17.       has experience working with students with special needs 

18.       works continuously with competence development 

19.       has experience of working with adults 

20.       has experience of working with migrants 

21.       remains updated on pedagogical and teaching methods 

22.       is willing to become a mentor for new teachers 

23.       has administrative skills 

24.       can work with student recruitment and school marketing  

25.       actively work with discrimination and other abusive treatment 

26.       is in agreement with the school’s values and aims 

27.       has teacher training 

 

The questionnaire had a response rate of 370 answers, 280 from teachers and 

90 from principals. The sampling was stratified on upper secondary and adult 

education. The contact happened through the email addresses of the schools 

as registered in NAE, addressing the proposal for participating to the ques-

tionnaire to the principal with the request to further forward it. All adult edu-

cation schools were contacted, while for upper secondary schools there was a 

criterion of at least 10 vocational students at the school, for the year 2019/20 

based on the NAE register.  
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The analysis was focused on descriptive statistics with aim to provide an 

overall picture of the population of vocational teachers in Sweden, especially 

with regards to their opinion about important and already developed compe-

tence.  

Study III: Semi-structured interviews  

Semi-structured interviews with vocational teachers were conducted to un-

ravel their views about their own competence and learning. The semi-struc-

tured nature of interviews offered flexibility which was necessary when con-

sidering the complexity of the concept under discussion (Cars, 2006). The in-

terview axes included entering to vocational teaching, duties, achieved and 

important competence, work challenges, school/work environment and con-

tinuous development (interview guide can be found in the Appendix of Study 

III). 

Individual interviews with 14 vocational teachers were conducted in total. 

Each lasted around 45 minutes. The informants represented 6 different voca-

tional programmes, with their previous working experience ranging from 7 to 

28 years. The informants group consisted of 8 women and 6 men aged between 

30-59 years. Some of them were novice, while others more experienced teach-

ers. Their teaching experience was between 2 to 22 years.  

The interviews were analysed thematically, according to Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006) steps. Codes and themes were created, while competence was 

examined in relationship to teachers’ duties. Figure 5 shows the codes and 

their connection to different themes during the analysis process. The aim was 

to highlight why specific competence are of importance and, thus, why they 

are part of the regime of competence prevalent for vocational teachers. The 

qualitative approach has assisted in demonstrating the emergence of new pat-

terns related to the role of specific competences in the daily working life (Bry-

man, 2012). 

The study included two main limitations. The interviews were realised in 

English4 with the occasional use of Swedish words and phrases, when the in-

formants considered it easier. Nevertheless, the language barrier has led to 

greater effort for clarifications, with the informants preparing for the inter-

views often with written notes. The second limitation referred to the inform-

ants’ profile. Nearly all informants have been or were currently undergoing 

vocational teacher training, implying a potentially positive approach towards 

professional development. 

 

 

 
4 Interview 7 occurred in Greek. 
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Figure 5.Codes and themes during the analysis process 

 

Ethics  

The Swedish Research Council’s instructions (2017), as well as the General 

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) from Stockholm University were fol-

lowed in all studies (Stockholm University, 2020a) with reference to data stor-

age the processing of personal information. In addition, participation was vol-

untary. Prior to the collection of the research material, potential participants 

were informed about the study and its aims in writing. Anonymity was ensured 

both in the dataset deriving from the questionnaire, and in the interview tran-

scripts maintaining confidentiality. 

This section is a reflection on issues emerging in relation to ethical consid-

erations and the author’s perspective in them. 

Granting access and building trust 

The group addressed and involved in this study is vocational teachers. As 

adults, no other individuals seem to have authority over them and, therefore, 

the issue of gatekeepers seems to be irrelevant. Nevertheless, gaining access 

to potential participants and interviewees often requires the involvement of 

other actors, in this case of school principals, who can act as gatekeepers. This 

section discusses the role of principals as gatekeepers, and the issues of build-

ing trust between the interviewees and the researcher. 



51 

School principals cannot officially deny the researcher to access vocational 

teachers. Vice versa, their agreement in vocational teacher participating in a 

study is not necessary. Hence, vocational teachers are not a vulnerable group. 

Nevertheless, teachers have a power relationship with their school principals 

that might be influenced by their decision to participate or refuse to participate 

in a research study. Approaching vulnerability with a broader perspective, this 

power relation and the conditions that affect it can make teachers more or less 

vulnerable to their employers. Moreover, the lack of a public register with the 

contact details of teachers in Sweden, leads to approaching them via the school 

contact details (often the principal’s email address), allowing principals to act 

like gatekeepers. Issues regarding access to the teachers include informed con-

sent and knowledge contribution. 

Informed consent and knowledge contribution: giving voice to 

vocational teachers 

Informed consent is a research requirement with international application. In-

formed addresses the necessity for all participants to be aware of processes, 

the nature and the implications of the specific research project (Homan, 2001). 

Consent highlights that participation should not be forced; instead, it should 

be completely voluntary.  

 
The voluntary consent of the human subject is absolutely essential. This means 

that the person involved should have legal capacity to give consent, so be so 

situated as to be able to exercise free power of choice without the intervention 

of any element of force, fraud, deceit, duress, overreaching or any other form 

of constraint or coercion; and should have sufficient knowledge and compre-

hension of the elements of the subject matter involved as to enable him to make 

an understanding and enlightened decision (Reynolds, 1982, p. 143). 

 

Reynolds refers to “Force, fraud, deceit, duress” (1982, p. 143), which are the 

results of the action of both the researcher and/or the gatekeeper (coercion). 

Even though researchers are bound by their ethics code, gatekeepers are not 

bound by the same code of conduct. Instead, they might follow other ethical 

guidelines. In other words, the researcher cannot simply assume that the gate-

keeper will prioritise the participants’ benefit (Homan, 2001). 

Whether a study aspires to generalise its findings or to make the voice of a 

specific group heard, the selection of informants is key. Gatekeepers affect the 

researcher’s access to informants with a specific profile by acting as channels 

of communication. In other words, principals can promote participants that 

they consider appropriate, with aim to show that their school is successful.  

Unexpectedly, the principal’s personal choice influences the study’s sample 

strategy resulting in a possibly biased sample, and limiting the changes to give 

voice to all possibly informants (manipulation of data). This risk remains a 
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possibility, even if it is unintentional either by the principal or by the re-

searcher. The latter though has the responsibility to predict and prevent it.   

With principal being the contact point and the distributor of information 

about the research to the teachers, information can be manipulated. Hence, the 

quality or the amount of information communicated to the teachers might be 

changed by the gatekeepers, to serve their own agendas. Especially because 

the study focuses on the competence already developed by teachers, principals 

might see the instruments as evaluation tools for the school staff, and use them 

either to promote and market their school quality, or to assess the competence 

development of their teachers. Hence, the distortion of project information is 

a potential ethical consideration. 

In the case that principals do not distort any information and, therefore, 

approach in an ethical and considerate way all teachers, there is still the pos-

sibility that their consent might not be completely voluntary. The power rela-

tionship between the school principal and the teacher can vary, from a strict 

hierarchy to a democratic collaboration. Notwithstanding, knowing this rela-

tionship for every informant is impossible, leading to the conclusion that the 

researcher should consider the principals as gatekeepers and reflect on their 

influence in the sample selection (Singh & Wassenaar, 2016). 

Moving to the questions of knowledge contribution, the issue of giving 

voice to people is discussed. Research often aims to show the world through 

the eyes of a specific group and in that way benefit both the research and the 

social world. Giving voice usually refers to groups that are considered vulner-

able and, therefore, have not been given the space to express their beliefs and 

problems. Vulnerable individuals usually have a status that allows negative 

influence on them by outside parties (e.g., mentally or physically handicapped, 

minors, financially dependent) (Campbell, Ethics and Qualitative Research 

Video 44, 2012). 

Vocational teachers are not a vulnerable group. Nevertheless, voice should 

not only be given to vulnerable individuals. Vocational teachers have been 

ignored over time, especially in comparison to general teachers, where re-

search has been more extended (Said, 2022). Vocational teacher research is 

limited (Fejes & Köpsen, 2014). The main informants of this study, vocational 

teachers, have been often approached and hence studied as part of the general 

teaching population, without recognising the special conditions and demands 

this type of education brings (Said, 2022). Therefore, they have been denied 

of making their voice and their special issues heard. The present study per-

ceives vocational teachers as practitioners with valuable experience rich in 

information that can assist research highlight their status by answering the 

question of competence demands. The locus is on the informants, since they 

know better than the researcher what their professional reality looks like. An 

alternative approach would be to evaluate vocational teachers’ competence 
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through their performance, with tests or observations. On the contrary, the re-

searcher has decided to make teachers self-reflect on their competence and 

their work demands. 

The balance between building trust and gatekeeping 

Aiming to protect the informants and also to reassure the collaboration of prin-

cipals as gatekeepers, the researcher has a dual approach, accessing potential 

informants directly and indirectly.  

The indirect approach took place during the Study II, when data was col-

lected through questionnaires. The principals were the connection point be-

tween the researcher and the teachers, since they acted as contact persons. The 

questionnaire collected data in a larger scale. Therefore, the risk of principals 

influencing the final sample was smaller. On the contrary, Study III aiming at 

conducting interviews could not run the risk of selecting participants with a 

specific profile, as the sample was smaller (14 interviews) and the findings 

could be biased. Consequently, the approach in accessing teachers is direct, 

contacting vocational teachers who are associated with the Department of Ed-

ucation, and then accessing a convenience sample. 

Building trust requires a clear communication with informants about the 

process and the aims of the research project. Strategies like the provision of 

clear and detailed information about the study and more specifically how it 

impacts the schools’ work activities, a clear recruitment strategy and the offer 

of feedback based on the study results have been adopted. The aim was to 

create a clear communication framework, acknowledging and clarifying the 

expectations from both sides.  

It can be concluded that gatekeepers can either support research with qual-

ity data, or cause various hinderances, even when their permission is not a 

formal requirement. Following formal regulations about informed consent is 

only one way to safeguard the non-harm of the participants. Nevertheless, re-

flecting on ethical considerations beyond formal regulations, as described 

above, is necessary. 

The researcher’s position 

All research is contextual. It takes place in a specific time and space and be-

tween people. The researcher is responsible for demonstrating how these ele-

ments interact to facilitate a better understanding of the situation. Relevance 

and applicability of research are judged on this account, making reflexivity a 

top quality in research.  
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As reflexivity is a researcher’s conscious and deliberate effort to be attuned to 

one’s own reactions to respondents and to the way in which the research ac-

count is constructed, it helps identify and explicate potential or actual effect of 

personal, contextual, and circumstantial aspects on the process and findings of 

the study and maintain their awareness of themselves as part of the world they 

study (Berger, 2015, p. 221). 

 

The researcher is always present. Whether as an observer, an interviewer or 

even the designer of the study, their perspective is dominant in most cases. 

Researching as an outsider, as is the case with the current study, requires a 

reflection on power (Grove, 2017). More specifically, power differentials, 

which are always inherent in the relationship between the researcher and the 

informant, should not be ignored. Reflexivity is better developed when expe-

rienced (Dodgson, 2019). For both junior and senior researchers, there are 

things to consider for themselves, when doing research, like professional 

views, political beliefs, social and immigration status, language, individual 

preferences, potential emotional responses, theoretical orientations and other 

applicable presuppositions (Berger, 2015; Teh & Lek, 2018).  

In that line of thought briefing the reader about the author’s profile as re-

searcher and as an individual is crucial. I am a young researcher and relatively 

young in age, compared to the target group of the study, meaning vocational 

teachers and principals. In addition, I have no previous working experience in 

the VET field and, hence, my position is of low trust to my potential inform-

ants, as I do not belong to their CoP. That can influence the power dynamics 

during the collection of research material, depending on the presuppositions 

of the interviewees as well. This is reinforced by the fact that I speak only 

little Swedish. Although lack of relative experience can be seen as a limitation, 

the position of an outsider offers a clear lens absent of presumptions for the 

profession, leading to the search of confirmation and clarification of details 

that people in the field might assume without questioning. Hence, the overall 

approach is more exploratory rather than anticipatory. 

I have a background in primary school education, where social capital the-

ory and critical pedagogy used to keep a leading role in the curriculum. My 

own ontological and epistemological stance is located within the constructivist 

paradigm with a firm believe that there is no objective reality, but only the 

reality as experienced by individuals. Hence, knowledge is constituted 

through the lived experience of the world. 

Being born and raised in Greece, I completed my bachelor studies in a 

Greek university and my masters in Sweden. My experience of a highly regu-

lated teaching occupation and a very centralised education system cannot but 

remain a point of reference and comparison throughout my life. That has trig-

gered my curiosity when I moved to Sweden, where the situation could be 

described as more flexible and the system as decentralised. This openness al-

lowed me to see new arenas for the development of teachers and pushed me 
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towards their exploration. The main question behind this study is if teachers 

can learn outside of university and what they do manage to learn in this case. 

Quality reflection 

This section presents quality reflections and limitations. The latter, however, 

should not be seen as borders or hinders, but mostly as challenges that assist 

the researcher to develop herself and raise the quality of the study. The reflec-

tion refers to the study’s trustworthiness, based on credibility, transferability 

and reliability (Adler, 2022).  

A central issue of quality regards the grasping of the concept under inves-

tigation. Competence is an abstract concept, for which a unanimous definition 

has not yet been reached (Antera, 2019). It usually expresses skills or 

knowledge of individuals, but it can also refer to values and attitudes (Mulder, 

2001). No matter its definition, it is crucial to understand that giving a holistic 

picture of an individual’s capabilities, including knowledge, skills, attitudes 

and values, is a quite ambitious goal (Ellström, 1992) and, hence, the grasping 

of competence is hard to achieve. For that reason, researchers tend to opera-

tionalise the concept and often grasp qualitatively different types of compe-

tence, like formal or actual competence (Ellström, 1992).  

The present study does not measure competence, but it captures compe-

tence perception, as expressed by the informants. In the questionnaire these 

perceptions are quantified as to their frequency and intensity. Nevertheless, in 

the interviews the informants are given space to describe their perceptions in 

more detail and support their importance, also by explaining the life teachings 

that informed their evolvement. Perceptions are, thus, approached through 

verbalisation. In that sense, perception represents the individual understanding 

of the world, filtered through individual histories, negotiated with the social 

groups and verbalised in the setting of an interview. 

Perception is a way of regarding, understanding and interpreting reality and 

experience. In the first place it refers to an experience through senses. How-

ever, with its broader meaning perception involves not only senses, but a se-

ries of other mechanisms, influencing individual judgment, opinion, under-

standing and response to people and situations. Mediating the interconnected-

ness of body and mind, perception involves the individual’s way to access 

experience and their interpretation of the world. Interpretation and meaning, 

as the results of object perception, depend on the context these objects are 

experienced in. In other words, perception can be approached as a set of lenses 

applied by the individual to view the world. These lenses are shaped by sub-

jectivity, individual histories, contradictions and values bestowed throughout 

life. Rooted in the individual, perception is subjective (Munhall, 2008). When 

in interaction with others though, the individual engages in intersubjective di-

alogue, where different interpretations are expressed and often challenged.  
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Since perceptions are individual interpretations, they are regarded as truth 

for most individuals. In that sense, perceptions are highly influential in human 

thinking and acting. Qualitative research is interested in individual percep-

tions aiming to access the understanding of an experience for an individual or 

a group. Perceptions are manifested in behaviours and reactions, but also in 

narratives and storytelling. In these manifestations, researchers seek to under-

stand the multiple realities, which are socially constructed (Munhall, 2008). 

Following the research questions of this study, perceptions of competence in 

relation to work of vocational teachers are sought in their oral presentation of 

their work duties, challenges and relationships, as well as the way they speak 

of their own competence. Through the questionnaire another form of expres-

sion of competence is sought. 

The researcher has attempted three ways of collecting material and, there-

fore, three ways of perceiving the concept of competence with relation to vo-

cational teachers’ work. Approaching the concept from a conceptual perspec-

tive (Study I), a practical perspective (Study II) and through the individual 

stories of vocational teachers themselves (Study III), the researcher has tried 

to break the limitation of grasping the concept and see it from multiple angles, 

with aim to enhance credibility (Adler, 2022). Interviews are regarded as suit-

able to describe norms, while surveys can act as the benchmark, when the 

focus is on the frequency of a phenomenon (Zelditch, 1962). Multiplicity of 

the methods do not aim to reach one objective truth, but to investigate different 

often overlapping aspects of the issue (Cain & Finch, 1981). 

Grasping the concept under study, though, had an additional challenge. In-

vestigating important competence can have various interpretations as the lim-

its between the “objective”, the subjective and the normative are very unclear. 

With “objective” here, the researcher refers to what the broader group of vo-

cational teachers sees as important, with subjective to what the individual 

judges as such, connecting it to his/her own needs and capabilities and finally, 

with normative the focus is on what the legislation or any other type of gov-

erning rule or organisation perceive as important. A confusion is unavoidable 

in everyday communication and, thus, the researcher has tried to be clear and 

consistent with the use of wording and phrasing.  

Generalisation of findings can be supported for Study II, but only within 

the Swedish VET provision (Bryman, 2012). The number of participants 

(370), the sample representativeness and the fact that different actors’ views 

on the same topic were reported increase the trustworthiness of Study II. In 

this project, the quantitative part aimed to offer the bigger picture, adding in 

what is already known and clarifying some of its details (Bryman, 1988). Fur-

thermore, it supported the qualitative part with a basis, the background which 

was not available before in detail and with clarity. Transferability of the find-

ings per se is not suggested. VET systems, even within Europe, have consid-

erable variations, while differences also arise due to the nature and the history 

of VET programmes (low external reliability). Replication of the study is a 
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quite challenging inquiry. However, the researcher has produced a detailed 

account of procedures and methods (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). Aiming for 

transparency, a coding guide, including themes, descriptions and quote exam-

ples was provided for the review of the first and third article. To enhance re-

liability the researcher presents an account of her reflexivity in the previous 

section (Seale, 1999).   

On the contrary, logical inference, the confidence that a logical connection 

can be generalised from this study to other cases (Mitchell, 1983) is suggested. 

More specifically, conclusions related to the characteristics of competence and 

the nature of the regime of competence, also in relationship to vocational 

teachers and their work, are confirmed by previous research and, thus, can be 

expected to be applicable in other settings. 

Finally, the barrier of language has a distinct position in this section. The 

researcher’s low linguistic capacity in Swedish, better in understanding than 

speaking, affected the discussions with the informants. This challenge was ad-

dressed by collecting research material in two ways, via a questionnaire and 

via interviews. The questionnaire was in Swedish, allowing a feeling of famil-

iarity and comfort to vocational teachers and principals. The interviews were 

in English with the use of phrases and words in Swedish whenever needed. 

The hinderance of language  pushed informants to prepare better, by reflecting 

before the interviews and providing a written commentary that informed the 

discussion. 
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Article Summaries 

This chapter presents a brief summary of each study that is part of this disser-

tation. This summary serves as the basis to the following chapter, where find-

ings from all studies are brought together. 

Study I: Professional competence of vocational teachers: 

A conceptual analysis 

What does professional competence mean when referring to vocational teach-

ers? The article reviews and discusses the variety of interpretations of the pro-

fessional competence concept with reference to vocational teachers. Previous 

vocational teacher research has focused on which professional competencies 

vocational teacher possess or should demonstrate (e.g., Manley & Zinser, 

2012; Sartori et al., 2015), with little attention on how competencies are de-

fined, leaving a gap related to how the professional competence concept is 

perceived. Through a conceptual analysis method (CAM) (Tähtinen & Havila, 

2018), which follows the data collection process of a systematic literature re-

view, the researcher identified the concept attributes that are commonly 

shared, as well as neighbouring concepts associated with professional compe-

tence.  

In this review, vocational teacher professionalism is summarised as partic-

ipation in the vocational teaching practice, maintenance of up-to-date 

knowledge basis (in teaching and previous occupation), awareness of legal 

work aspects, awareness of working cultures, teaching competence, continu-

ous development attitude, humanistic values, responsibility and accountability 

(Adams, 2010; Wu et al., 2018). 

With only a few studies demonstrating detailed and solid concept defini-

tions, an agreement amongst the researchers was reached about the main at-

tributes of professional competence, including the situated and developmental 

character of professional competence, as well as its relationship with action. 

More specifically, the situated character refers to the concept receiving its def-

inition in relation to the context, often including obligations and tasks for a 

professional position (Malik et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2018) compared to which 

a vocational teacher can be judged as competent. The developmental character 

of professional competence addresses that it can be learned and, hence, taught. 
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This attribute, also, highlights that professional competence is developed in 

levels and it is not a binary concept. Finally, the relationship to action refers 

to competence being expressed through action (Marshuba as cited in Andryu-

khina et al., 2016; Khutorskoi as cited in Neupokoeva et al., 2017; Sudirman, 

2017), leading to the measurement of action for grasping competence. 

With regards to concept use, there were distinct interrelationships between 

professional competence, professionalism, performance and qualifications. 

Most definitions perceived the individual as the reference point, with little to 

no discussion about professional competence at a collective level. The com-

plexity of concepts similar to professional competence, require that their use 

should be accompanied by a discussion of their various meanings to avoid 

confusion. 

Study II: Important and achieved competence for 

Swedish vocational teachers: A survey with teachers and 

principals. 

What should vocational teachers be able to do? In modern times, the unprec-

edented pace of change in the world of work, demands for highly skilled and 

easily adaptable workers. With a key role in the professional growth of the 

workforce (Mårtensson et al., 2019), vocational teachers’ professional devel-

opment becomes an important aspect of the VET quality. In this effort for 

quality, Sweden faces a shortage of vocational teachers, which has led to the 

recruitment of non-qualified teachers (NAE, 2014). With teachers’ compe-

tence developed in both formal education settings and in the workplace, there 

is a need to explore further what is learnt by the teachers and how. This study 

explored how principals and vocational teachers perceive the competence/s of 

vocational teachers, focusing on how teachers and principals identify im-

portant and achieved competencies in relation to the challenges encountered 

at the workplace. 

To answer these questions, data were collected through an online question-

naire. The participants evaluated a set of 27 competencies in a Likert-scale 

with regards to their importance and the level of achievement. The sample 

consisted of 370 participants, including both teachers and principals, with a 

similar demographic synthesis to the target population.  

The findings indicated that good communication with students, assessment 

of students’ knowledge, skills and abilities and creating conditions for learn-

ing were the three more important and achieved competencies, while previous 

teaching experience, working experience with adults and migrants and the 

competency related to recruitment of students and marketing of the school 

were in the bottom of both lists. Different actors, meaning principals and 

teachers reached an agreement on these findings. Despite the high percentage 
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of migrant students in upper secondary education, the competency of working 

with migrant students was not considered important. The same applied to 

teacher training and previous teaching experience, which were placed low in 

the rank as well. 

Regarding challenges for vocational teachers, students that need extra sup-

port was graded as the challenge affecting teachers the most in their work, 

followed by limited budget for competence development, high workload and 

poorly motivated students. With a constant demand for updated vocational 

knowledge and skills, and with teaching qualifications being the formal em-

ployment requirement, vocational teachers are expected to engage in a contin-

uous competence development in multiple directions. The high demand and 

limited funding present contradictions, which indicate a need for future re-

search to focus on the reasons and solutions for this paradox. 

Study III: Being a vocational teacher in Sweden: 

Navigating the regime of competence for vocational 

teachers 

What competence should a good vocational teacher develop? Communities of 

practice, groups of people that share a common interest and have a regular 

interaction (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015) define their regime of 

competence, a set of principles and expectations to recognise membership. 

This means that in order to be considered competent, one should understand 

the shared enterprise of the community, be able and allowed to engage in it 

and, hence, to interact with the other members. Therefore, the regime of com-

petence and the community define how the members are expected to be.  

In Sweden, the shortage of vocational teachers has resulted in lifting the 

requirement for teacher training certificate. Vocational teachers enter this new 

CoP, crossing the boundaries between their previous occupation and their 

teaching one, while they are constantly introducing competence from one to 

the another. Conducting 14 semi-structured interviews with vocational teach-

ers in different vocational disciplines (upper secondary and adult education), 

the researcher investigated vocational teachers’ competence through their own 

perceptions, by addressing important competence areas and exploring the un-

derstanding of the concept of competence. The research material was analysed 

following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis.  

Whereas up-to-date vocational competence informing teaching is seen as 

the basis for vocational teaching, interpersonal competence, namely good 

communication and the construction of a trust relationship with the student, 

seems to be the most important characteristic of a vocational teacher. The stu-

dent-teacher relationship is vital in matching students with workplaces, lead-

ing to quality work-based training. Furthermore, a continuous development 
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attitude, being open to critique and improvement are important for teachers. 

With reference to competence, teachers understand it as action, with a distinct 

focus on performance, whilst also refer to its situated nature. To be competent 

translates differently according to the context, including the practice and the 

people in it, stressing the significance of understanding the respective regimes 

of competence. 

Part of the interpersonal and teaching competence, which are described by 

vocational teachers as important, for example motivating or handling people, 

scaffolding their independence, and resolving conflict, seems to be developed 

in their previous occupation or while having an informal teaching role in ex-

tracurricular activities. Therefore, vocational teachers enrich the regime of 

competence not only with their vocational knowledge and skills, but also with 

some type of previous teaching competence, developed often in informal set-

tings. Consequently, they cross the boundaries between informal and work-

place learning, highlighting that boundary crossing for vocational teachers 

happens in several levels. This previous experience should be considered in 

processes of pre- or in-service teacher training for smoother professionalisa-

tion.  
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Bringing together Studies I, II and III 

The chapter combines the findings from all three Studies mentioned above. 

The findings from all three Studies are brought together and approached 

through thematic analysis, with a focus on the themes emerging from the in-

terviews, but also reflecting the four competence domains that inspired the 

questionnaire (teaching competence, occupational competence, organisational 

competence, lifelong learning) (Sartori et al., 2015). In the effort to outline the 

regime of competence for vocational teachers, concepts from the theory of 

Communities of Practice (e.g., membership, regime) and from Ellström’s 

model of competence have guided the analysis. 

Based primarily on Studies II and III, the regime of competence for voca-

tional teachers is described in the section Drawing the regime of competence 

for vocational teachers, followed by a comparison between the two regimes 

that vocational teachers are accountable to in the section Navigating two re-

gimes of competence. Identifying important competence though is not suffi-

cient, as there is a need to explore why competence becomes important (3rd 

research question) as well as who it is important for. This is covered in the 

section What is perceived as the most important? Prioritising competence in 

the regime of competence. Finally, the underpinnings of the concept of com-

petence are addressed, answering the first research question (Study I).  

 

Drawing the regime of competence for vocational 

teachers 

In line with the attributes of competence as concluded in Study I, the compe-

tence of vocational teachers constructing the regime prevalent in their profes-

sion are context defined, they can be developed, and ought to be developed 

according to interviewees. Furthermore the existence of the competence areas 

is related to action, with performance standing as the evidence for compe-

tence. Reflecting on the regime of competence for vocational teachers as out-

lined in the findings, competence of importance includes interpersonal com-

petence, vocational teaching competence (incl. up-to-date vocational compe-

tence), student work placement related competence, and continuous develop-

ment attitude. The competence areas mentioned are briefly presented based on 

the findings of the three Studies. 
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Interpersonal competence  

Attributing high importance to interpersonal competence, the social dimen-

sion of learning was shown to have a core position in VET and for vocational 

teachers. Interpersonal competence includes communication and developing 

a student-teacher relationship. Communication refers to transmitting infor-

mation with clarity, but also being able to handle conflict. Developing a stu-

dent-teacher relationship describes approaching students as individuals, ac-

knowledging their interests and concerns and establishing trust, allowing the 

vocational teacher to act as advisor and supporter. A good student-teacher re-

lationship based on effective and meaningful communication (Study II) and 

trust (Study III), supports vocational teachers in facilitating student develop-

ment not only professionally, but also socially. The importance of the social 

development of students was discussed extensively in Study III, but also high-

lighted in Study II, with the item on actively working with discrimination 

ranked as the fourth most important competency. Furthermore, teachers’ oc-

cupational experience plays a key role in the process, as the occupation be-

comes the common point of reference for the student and the teacher and 

serves as an incentive for further communication.  

The Study II findings positioned the social aspect of education, for example 

communication and interpersonal relations, higher than the occupational as-

pect of it, highlighting that VET is focusing primarily on the wholesome indi-

vidual growth of the students and secondary on their development as occupa-

tion workers. Study III, on the other hand, suggested that the two of them go 

hand in hand and although the personal growth of the students might be prior-

itised, their professional development should always be present, as it is the 

means to achieve the wholesome individual growth goal, which includes men-

tal and physical wellbeing, but also the development of their personality. The 

necessity for both elements was not clearly shown in the survey (Study II). 

Nevertheless, the interviews (Study III) have served in underlining this corre-

lation. 

Study III offered a valuable insight on where and how teachers’ communi-

cation and interpersonal competence are developed. Previous workplaces or 

informal teaching activities (e.g., teaching in one’s hobby) serves as arenas 

for teachers to develop the interpersonal competence, which they later intro-

duce in their teaching. For instance, nurse teachers talked about how treating 

patients and supporting them in the process of becoming independent resem-

bles approaching and supporting students. Teachers in handicraft programme 

mentioned how important is to understand the individual student and their 

needs the same way that understanding the needs of a client is vital. Finally, 

chef teachers had a slightly different approach exercising leadership, present-

ing the leader and the teacher as the one who guides the team, by supporting, 

teaching and pushing forward.  
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Vocational teaching competence 

Vocational teaching consists of planning and delivering teaching activities in 

theoretical and practical classes, as well as assessment and mentoring, while 

it also includes subject occupational related knowledge and updated occupa-

tional competence. Facilitating the student work placement belongs to the 

same group of tasks. Nevertheless, it is addressed separately due its distinct 

importance. 

Study II provided a series of teaching competencies to vocational teachers 

and principals, who evaluated them as to their importance. These competen-

cies included among others the need to maintain up to date occupational com-

petence, the planning of learning activities, the assessment of learning, but 

also subject knowledge and working with discrimination among students. 

Comparing teachers and principals, Study II displayed agreement between 

them over the most important competence for VET teachers, which are teach-

ing and interpersonal competence. The following table present the first 8 more 

important competencies according to Study II. For the detailed list with find-

ings, refer to Study II.  

 

Table 3. Findings: the most important competencies (Study II) 

 Competency Importan

ce 

Achieve

ment 

1 has good communication with the students 20.81 19.61 

2 can assess students’ knowledge, skills and 

abilities  

19.68 17.86 

3 can create conditions for all students’ learn-

ing and 

development 

19.62 16.08 

4 actively work with discrimination and other 

abusive 

treatment 

18.89 16.67 

5 evaluates and develops their own teaching  18.50 15.70 

6 is able to plan the teaching process  18.21 17.77 

7 can collaborate with colleagues 18.21 18.15 

8 keep vocational knowledge and skills up-

dated 

17.91 15.59 

 

Study III showed that formal development activities in the school level also 

concern pedagogy and didactics, but they lack focus on subject-oriented teach-

ing. Moreover, vocational competence development, although formally sup-

ported by the school management is often hindered by various factors, for ex-

ample the need to find substitute teachers. Limited budget for development in 

the previous vocation, combined with limited time and staff, hinder the reali-

sation of formal training in the initial occupation, even if teachers are eager to 
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pursue it. Still, occupational competence seems to be the ground on which 

teachers are offered teaching jobs and this competence gives them the biggest 

part of their expertise even within the education field. 

Regarding the role of teacher training, Study II results are clear that formal 

teacher training is not important neither for teachers nor for principals. Study 

III confirms this result in two ways. First, vocational teachers are hired in the 

basis of their vocational expertise, especially if their expertise is of high de-

mand (e.g., nurses with background in emergency care). Secondly, school 

management can suggest attending formal teacher training, but sometimes it 

does not provide the conditions for its realisation. Combining these attitudes 

with the low importance that previous teaching experience has (Study II), it 

becomes apparent that vocational teachers enter teaching with relatively low 

teaching expertise, meaning that a big part of this expertise is to be developed 

while they work as teachers. Considering that limited budget for training is 

the second biggest challenge for vocational teachers (Study II), this develop-

ment seems to occur on individuals’ own initiative, unregulated and in un-

known directions. 

Competence related to student work placements (APL5) 

With reference to APL, vocational teachers are responsible for finding work-

places, pairing them with students and coordinating the learning process 

(Study III). A successful matching between the student and the workplace/po-

sition is seen as the key to higher potential for the students’ engagement. Per-

forming this task demands a good student-teacher relationship, where the 

teacher understands the students’ interest and competence, as well as aware-

ness of the labour market and the conditions in it. Maintaining a network of 

contacts with previous colleagues, which is one way to support this task, is 

not prioritised according to Study II, where teaching competencies seem to be 

seen as more important. Nevertheless, in Study III vocational teachers men-

tioned that although not a necessity, they tend to maintain contact with their 

previous occupation as they think that it assists them in providing better qual-

ity work placements. This highlights that professional competence can be de-

fined both with reference to the individual as an internal point of reference, as 

in this example, and in relationship to work standards (external factors) (Study 

I).  

Facilitating work placements for students stresses the need for double 

membership, in the teaching and occupational community. Furthermore, 

matching the work placements with the students demands for deeper 

knowledge of contexts (school and labour market), practices (teaching and 

 
5 APL stands for Arbetsplatsförlagt Lärande meaning workplace-based learning. In this study 

APL broadly refers to the process of finding and organising work placements for vocational 

students.  
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occupation), but also people (students and employers). Bringing all those ele-

ments and actors together while designing a learning process requires bound-

ary crossing, with vocational teachers acting as brokers. This double or often 

multiple membership distinguishes other subject teachers from vocational 

teachers, who tend to spend more time with students in the classroom and in 

their workplaces, and also have a stronger incentive to foster closer relation-

ships with them.  

 

Continuous development attitude and activity 

The developmental aspect of professional competence as described in Study I 

is clearly reflected in findings of Study III, where teachers describe continuous 

learning as an important aspect of a professional vocational teacher. Besides 

the positive lifelong learning attitude though, practical aspects of vocational 

teachers work seem to hinder these activities. According to Study II, limited 

budget for development is the second biggest challenge for teachers, while in 

Study III teachers mentioned that vocational competence development hap-

pens on their own initiative, often on their own costs too. This results in most 

teachers connecting with their previous occupation, whether through training 

or through working, in their own initiative and their own time, for example, 

weekends and school holidays.  

Furthermore, the biggest challenge for vocational teachers as results from 

Studies II and III seems to be the different educational levels among students, 

leading to the issue of students who need extra support (Study II). According 

to Study III, the variation in the educational level is a combination of students 

with diagnoses, low level in Swedish, socio-economic difficulties and some-

times students whose cultural background makes it hard to adapt in the Swe-

dish system, at least when they are newcomers. For this challenge, vocational 

teachers seem to receive limited support and only in the form of general con-

tinuous training in the school level. Most of them reported that this type of 

education is not of any help. All in all, the challenge remains and teachers 

seem to see some potential help in studying and applying special education 

principles. 

Navigating two regimes of competence  

Reflecting on the regime of competence for vocational teachers as outlined 

above competences refer to two CoPs, which overlap and are deeply con-

nected: the vocational teaching practice and the occupational practice. The 

two practices demonstrate differences in their respective competence regimes. 

Nevertheless, there are several similarities as summarised in the following ta-

ble, which demonstrate expressions of the same competence areas in the two 
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regimes. Table 4 is based on Study III research material. It is worth mention-

ing that the regime of occupational practice includes other competence as well, 

which are not presented or discussed in this study. 

 

Table 4. Regime of competence for the previous occupation and for teaching 

Competence 

areas 

Regime of occupation Regime of teaching 

Teaching  

competence  

Leading or being part of a 

group where all members 

are professional  

Supporting learning for stu-

dents with limited occupa-

tional competence  and indi-

vidualised learning needs 

 

Updated  

occupational 

competence  

Updated occupational skills 

(for practicing the occupa-

tion), and updated occupa-

tional knowledge (e.g., 

trends, competence, qualifi-

cations, labour market de-

mands) 

 

Updated on the occupation 

with a focus on knowledge 

(new trends, labour market 

understanding) and less fo-

cus on individual occupa-

tional competence  

Interpersonal 

competence  

Interpersonal competence 

with colleagues and clients  

Interpersonal competence to 

approach learners in their 

learning process  

 

Continuous  

Development 

Attitude and 

Activity 

 

Focus on occupational com-

petence 

Focus mainly on pedagogy, 

new trends in profession 

(individual initiative) 

Student work 

placement 

(APL) 

Work supervisor: experi-

enced practitioner introduc-

ing the practice to a new-

comer 

Broker: bridging work-

places and students (func-

tional matching, coordina-

tion of process, handling of 

conflicts) 

 

This table briefly summarises the differences in the competence regimes of 

the two CoPs. As it becomes obvious vocational teachers have previously ex-

perienced roles, tasks and possibly competence similar to their work as voca-

tional teacher, but not same. Starting with teaching, forms of instructing seem 

to be more focused on leading or being part of a group, while in vocational 

teaching the teacher is a facilitator and supporter of the learning process de-

signed for the student. In the same line of thought and with reference to inter-

personal competence, occupation workers usually communicate with clients 
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and colleagues, both interested in the practice. In this context, personal strug-

gles are rarely brought up in the practice, as individuals are seen as profes-

sionals and, thus, are expected to separate personal and professional life. Nev-

ertheless, students undergo a learning process for which they might have lim-

ited motivation and an underdeveloped professional identity. The communi-

cation framework, as well as the type of interpersonal relations expected to be 

created are quite different in the two practices. 

Regarding occupational competence, it also acquires different forms in the 

two practices. In the occupation, this competence refers to applicable and of-

ten technical skills and high awareness of the new trends in the occupation. 

On the other hand, in the teaching practice the value of technical or other skills 

can be limited (Study III). The focus lies on awareness of various occupation 

aspects, as well as the capacity to inform and engage students with them. This 

difference applies as well to continuous development attitude, which in the 

case of teaching practice focuses more on pedagogy, rather than the develop-

ment of technical competence. In the regime of competence of vocational 

teaching, the teacher acts as a broker, mediating between the occupation, the 

workplace (including the employer) and the student, in an effort to facilitate 

quality learning opportunities. In contrast, the role of a workplace supervisor 

is often based on supervising for mistakes and safety through sharing their 

own experience.  

Membership and accountability 

Moving from an occupation to vocational teaching results in teachers dealing 

not only with different regimes of competence, but also membership in differ-

ent CoPs. Vocational teachers are full members in the vocational teaching 

community, the one that includes students and refers to the joint practice of 

teaching and learning a vocation. The joint enterprise of this community is the 

students’ learning and development. Vocational teachers’ main purpose seems 

to be the engagement of students in the vocational teaching and learning prac-

tice, what they usually refer to as engaging and motivating the students to 

participate. In their effort to restore the students’ limited participation in the 

CoP of vocational teaching, they use interpersonal competence (Study II and 

III), acting as supporters in the students’ transition from peripheral to full par-

ticipation in the learning community (see also Green et al., 2017; Sirk et al., 

2016). As old-timers of this community, teachers approach newcomers, new 

students or students with peripheral participation, and through constructing 

interpersonal relations they introduce them to the feeling of belonging that a 

community can offer. 

 



69 

Figure 6. Vocational teaching and occupational practice 

  

While performing the role of mentors, vocational teachers participate in other 

CoPs as well, with the most important among them being the community of 

their occupational practice. In line with the demands of vocational teaching, 

but often also with their own personal interest, vocational teachers hold mem-

bership in their occupational communities. Based on levels of participation 

(Wenger et al., 2002), vocational teachers are more often peripheral members, 

practicing their previous occupation less frecquently, using the respective CoP 

as a network and connecting this CoP with the vocational teaching one. Nev-

ertheless, in contrast to these levels of participation, the vocational teachers in 

this study show an intense personal commitment to the previous occupational 

practice, which can be explained by the fact that they are not newcomers, but 

rather experienced members with limited participation. 

Membership, though, goes hand in hand with accountability. Therefore, to 

continue being considered members, teachers should maintain the competence 

required by the CoP up-to-date, rendering their vocational competence im-

portant. Moving from the occupational to the teaching practice, a potential 

misalignment between the respective regimes of competence and the account-

ability to them is expected. Notwithstanding, given the importance of voca-

tional knowledge and skills for the vocational teaching occupation, the regime 

accountabilities seem to not be necessarily conflicting. In cases of misalign-

ment however, the identification of common points between the previous and 

the current job support a realignment. 

Crossing boundaries and aligning competence regimes 

Teaching competence, and more specifically understanding students’ needs 

(Study II and III), and pairing them with work placements (Study III), has 

been discussed as highly important. These two competences are central in the 

Occupation
Vocational 

teaching and 
learning

Vocational 

teachers 
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job of a vocational teacher and they represent the uniqueness of these practi-

tioners. Under the role of brokers, vocational teachers mediate the two prac-

tices, vocational teaching and occupation, by introducing ideas from the one 

to the other. Vocational teachers attempt to bring together students and occu-

pations, through translating, coordinating and aligning different perspectives 

and meanings. This task requires multi-membership, their belonging in at least 

two communities or practices, in both of which they participate fully or to a 

high extent. The ability to manoeuvre between different memberships is a 

form of learning, which is integrated in the individual teacher and, thus, goes 

beyond specific social contexts (Wenger, 1998, 2000). Therefore, multi-mem-

bership is the individual’s ability to participate in a practice based on different 

memberships (Wenger, 1998), and, thus, on different (situated) identities 

(Bron & Thunborg, 2017).  

“Learning in a community of practice is a claim to competence: it entails a 

process of alignment and realignment between competence and personal ex-

perience, which can go both ways.” (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 

2015, p. 14). According to Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015), 

newcomers in a community are transformed by the respective regime of com-

petence until their experience reflects this competence regime. Nevertheless, 

the role of personal experience remains crucial in this process, as confirmed 

by the findings of this study, indicating that a considerable part of teaching 

competence, and more specifically the motivation and the interest in it, are 

established in previous settings, namely non-formal teaching tasks performed 

in the previous job or during recreation activities. This competence developed 

in the past, is not only helpful and relevant, but also detrimental for the teacher 

identity of the informants. For instance, one of the teachers realised her inter-

est in teaching through study circles. As the leader of a study circle, she 

learned how to communicate more effectively with reference to subject 

knowledge, to divide responsibilities for her group members and design an 

interactive process for the study circle meetings. A different part of her teach-

ing competence, related mostly to planning and assessment, was developed 

while working as a teacher. 

Introducing teaching related competence developed in other settings, voca-

tional teachers apply and showcase the interconnectedness between their ini-

tial occupation and the teaching one. Nurse teachers referred to their role as 

supporters and curators with both students and patients, chef teachers referred 

to leadership and discipline with students and kitchen staff, and, finally, hand-

icraft programme teachers mentioned the ability to “read” students, as well as 

read clients and their needs. For experts in various occupations, these similar-

ities are obvious and lead them to use competence developed in previous set-

tings. This use requires recontextualisation of the competence to fit the new 

target group. For example, a nurse with a background in emergency health 

care, adapted to the fact that she could not expect professional reaction from 

students. Instead, she had to be more patient, and “softer” with them, more 

like a “mother” than a colleague.  
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This aspect of teachers’ development leads to two conclusions. Firstly, 

learning and teaching are innate parts of everyday life and, hence, all individ-

uals are exposed to some form of teaching task (e.g., Farnsworth & Higham, 

2012). At the same time, teaching includes a series of generic competence, 

like communication and interpersonal competence (Said, 2022; Sartori et al., 

2015; Study II; Teräs et al., 2019), which are practiced on a daily basis in 

several interactions with other people. Secondly, these everyday teaching 

tasks become the basis for each individual to formulate implicit attitudes and 

teaching competence. According to Illeris (2011), competence is developed 

always in relationship to some practice, with this practice providing the con-

text for its development and formulation. When this practice shares limited 

similarities with the practice of (vocational) teaching, the competence might 

not be directly applicable to the latter. Consequently, the contextuality of com-

petence requires awareness and understanding not only of the presence and 

level of competence, but also of the context in which it was originally devel-

oped. This reflection process can be facilitated by formal teacher training or 

by in-service training activities.  

Competence gained through engagement in a side practice, can remain 

marginalised or not expressed for as long as its relevance with the practice is 

limited. However, in a new context this competence might obtain a different 

value and become re-enacted (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015; 

Williams, 2010). Before becoming vocational teachers, teaching competence 

that individuals might obtain seems to be simply additional. In the context of 

school and the community of teaching, this competence becomes important, 

due to its relevance with the practice, and it is thus re-enacted with aim to face 

new challenges. The use of competence which is developed in a non-formal 

setting constitutes a boundary crossing process, with teachers crossing bound-

aries between either previous and current occupation, or recreation activities 

and professional work. Competence development, in that sense, comes as a 

consequence of multi-membership and the interaction between the personal 

experience and the regime of competence prevalent in a CoP.  

Interesting in this process is the role of university studies, whether focused 

on the vocation or in pedagogy. The transition from the occupation to the uni-

versity entails the introduction in a new CoP, leading to multi-membership 

and, thus, an effort to reconcile aspects of one’s identity. Finding a balance 

between the world of work that any occupation worker is exposed to and the 

world of education can be seen as an exercise for crossing boundaries, recon-

ciling identities and learning to negotiate with a new community and its ele-

ments. At the same time, university studies focusing on vocational (teacher) 

studies are expected to provide tools for supporting the role of a broker in 

bridging theory and practice, labour market and education, students and em-

ployers. 

Last but not least, continuous development attitude which holds a position 

in vocational teachers’ regime of competence, seems to be an innate element 

of the CoP as well. Participation in a new CoP requires some form of learning 
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or development. Through participation individuals learn the norms of the CoP 

and familiarise with the practice, negotiating their membership until they 

achieve it to a high extent. Hence, the transition process from peripheral to 

full participation is a form of learning and becoming, where attitudes and val-

ues of continuous learning are core in. For vocational teachers’ professional 

life, this transition can be translated as formal education (Study III) or indi-

vidual informal learning (Study II-III). In other words, by pursuing full mem-

bership, engaging and achieving the respective regime of competence, the im-

portance of learning is cultivated in individuals.  

What is perceived as the most important? Prioritising 

competence in the regime of competence. 

According to Said (2022), identity roles are prioritised and enacted in different 

situations. The higher prominence the identity receives, the more likely it is to 

be invoked, resulting in higher potential for exercise and solidification. The 

prominence hierarchy of identities are influenced by three factors, namely the 

support individuals receive for the identity they are claiming; the commitment 

individuals attribute to this role identity; and the rewards they get from that 

particular identity, including extrinsic and intrinsic rewards (Burke & Stets, 

2009). 

Among vocational teachers’ competences in this study, it is not clear which 

competence is the most important. On the one hand, vocational teachers seem 

to prioritise the teaching over the vocational competence, also highlighting 

that the purpose of VET is primarily to support the development of complete 

individuals and secondly occupational workers. Teachers feel that although 

they are still occupational workers, their primary role now is the one of a 

teacher and, thus, their thoughts and actions are informed by it. On the other 

hand, the exception of the requirement for teaching qualifications contradicts 

this approach. Combined with the recruitment processes that seem to set the 

vocational competence and experience in the first place (see also Antera, 

2020), teaching competence remains important, but is attributed with lower 

value. To reinforce this argument, teachers seem to base their autonomy on 

their vocational knowledge and expertise, an element of their work which is 

hard to evaluate by students, principals and sometimes even other teachers (cf. 

Ballangrud & Nilsen, 2021).  

The power dynamics between different competences as they ascend in the 

competence regime hierarchy can be better illuminated with the help of 

Ellström’s typology of competence (Ellström, 1998; Berglund, 2014). As a 

formal competence, which is no longer officially demanded for employment, 

teaching qualifications have gradually been losing their value, as the corre-

spondence between what higher education offers and what the market de-

mands is not strong. Nevertheless, teaching competence remains core in the 
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work of vocational teachers. With teaching qualifications and teaching com-

petence not being prioritised as officially demanded competence, the still im-

portant teaching competence is expected to be developed in the workplace, 

meaning in the school. In addition, Study II has highlighted aspects relating to 

individual competence development, the relationship between actual compe-

tence (achieved competence) and competence required by the job (important 

competence). In this case, several gaps were identified as teachers reported 

that they have not fully achieved the competence considered important. How-

ever, the levels of achievement reported with reference to competence were 

high in both Study II and III. This is highlighted by the relationship between 

actual competence and competence-in-use (Berglund, 2014). Concerning vo-

cational teachers, this relationship refers to how actual technical vocational 

competence can be applied in the classroom. This is an important intent for 

the teachers, firstly because this competence is relevant for their teaching, and 

secondly because teachers have a more hands-on approach overall. Most 

teachers discussed the importance of applied knowledge, but also described 

competence as an ability that is put into action (also in Study I) and it is not 

merely a potentiality. This relationship draws the attention to the role of prior 

learning and previous developed competence. 

Overall, a core contradiction is noticed between the officially demanded 

competence (Ellström, 1998), defined by the policy and the system, and the 

actual work needs. Vocational teachers are recruited and offered freedom due 

to their vocational competence (Study III), even though they also admit that 

teaching competence is needed to a higher extent (Study II and III). The in-

creased importance of vocational competence, instructed by the policy and the 

recruitment culture, becomes acknowledged by the teachers, who may inter-

nalise what the system considers valued, as highlighted also by Said (2022). 

The teachers’ perception of vocational competence often as priority (Study 

III) can be explained by teachers’ habitus, which regards how cultural and 

societal matters, like regime of competence, confronted by the individuals are 

reflected on teachers themselves (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). In the absence 

of formal teaching requirements, the extent to which Swedish vocational 

teachers’ professionalism will be self-defined and regulated (Lingfield, 2012) 

depends on the individuals’ commitment. The risk that vocational teacher de-

velopment would focus primarily on the vocational competence, leaving lim-

ited space for the teaching competence is possible (Schmidt, 2019). 

Attributing lower value to teaching competence might become an obstacle 

in the development of a hybrid dual identity that is balanced and functional 

(Sarastuen, 2020a, 2020b). Furthermore, it can hinder the collaboration with 

other teachers with a non-vocational focus. The innate interest of the teachers 

to the previous occupation offers additional support to the development of the 

competence that is related to it. According to previous literature (e.g., Anders-

son & Köpsén, 2019; Ballangrud & Nilsen, 2021), teachers’ constant interac-

tion with industry is the most important opportunity for continuous develop-

ment of their vocational competence. What is the case though with teaching 
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competence? Considering the number of non-qualified teachers, there is a 

group of teachers not benefiting from formal teacher training. Furthermore, 

in-service training is seen as superficial and not relevant (Study III). 

What is important, hence, and what does it mean to be important for voca-

tioanl teachers’ competence? It is undeniable that both vocational and teach-

ing competence are important for the vocational teaching practice. The ques-

tion of importance, though, addresses what is prioritised, why and by whom. 

In this study, three types of importance have emerged, namely importance as 

necessity, importance as formality and importance as preference. Importance 

as necessity refers to current challenges; emerging needs that should be faced 

effectively in short time, for example digital skills during the pandemic time. 

Importance as formality refers to competence that have been legally recog-

nised as necessary, for instance teaching qualifications. This importance might 

be in disagreement with individual preference, but as it is instructed by legis-

lation, and cannot be overridden. Importance as preference, on the other hand, 

is an individual predilection deriving from personal experiences.  

In alignment with elements from the Community of Practice (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991), these three types seem to correspond as follows: the individual 

learner with the importance as preference, the practice with importance as ne-

cessity and the community/environment with the importance as formality. Ap-

proaching importance in Ellström’s (1998) terms, the individual learner brings 

the actual competence, based on individual preference, the practice demands 

the necessary and relevant competence, supporting importance as necessity, 

and finally, the community/environment formalises the competence, which is 

considered legitimate (importance as formality). The contextualised nature of 

the action of selecting competence as important is, hence, supported further. 

When learning is seen as situated, it occurs in the interplay of the individual 

and the environment. In parallel, importance seems to be decided as the result 

of the interaction between the three types of importance, leading to the preva-

lent regime of competence. This result reflects the power relations in the edu-

cation field, the agency of teachers as well as the structures that support or 

hinder it. Nevertheless, it is hard to identify which of the three types of im-

portance is in use when one acts. Furthermore, identifying what structures, 

agents and power dynamics affect an action is equally complicated. Therefore, 

the study of the regime of competence as a product of the interaction between 

different members and the practice is necessary.  

The concept of competence 

This study has approached competence as the instant capture of the learning 

process, with the concept showing not only the outcomes of learning, but also 

the potential for development in the future. Competence includes knowledge, 

skills, attitudes and values and as shown in all three studies it relates to action, 

while it also has a developmental and situated character.  
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In vocational teachers’ interviews it was shown that action, and thus per-

formance, is a key indication of competence, reinforcing the integrated ap-

proach of competence, which highlights that competence is observed through 

its manifestations (Hager, 2017). Vocational teachers stated that recognition 

of good performance by other actors, for example teachers, work placement 

supervisors and principals contributed in their confidence and legitimacy. 

Therefore, with reference to the concept of competence, this study clarifies 

that the manifestation of competence is judged and ratified by other actors, as 

pivotal members of the learning environment. Hence, this manifestation is not 

towards objective standards, but socially constructed and sometimes subjec-

tively defined ideas.  

Socially constructed standards and norms instruct also the public, or the 

“others”, in acknowledging the existence of competence in individuals, by de-

scribing what competence a work practice demands. These standards can be 

either legally defined, or informal, constituting “common knowledge”. When 

the public acknowledges the claims from a group of employed people in their 

practice, it creates the confidence that both the profession and the people prac-

ticing it are legitimate and competent. This acknowledgement occurs in three 

arenas, the legal, the worplace and the public opinion (Abbott, 1988). In the 

case of vocational teachers, their work was legitimised in the workplace arena 

(Study III) by individuals with relatively high level of awareness of the actual 

work tasks. Acknowledging the presence of competence in the context of a 

practice makes it professional competence. Acquiring competence that is per-

ceived as professional, in turn, can lead to an increase in social jurisdiction, 

including authority and autonomy. Study II and III indicate that the legitimi-

sation of the teaching competence of vocational teachers is limited within the 

workplace and public opinion arena, in contrast to their occupational compe-

tence that is legally recognised as well. This limits the validation of  vocational 

teachers professionalism to their collegues and community of practice. 

Moving to the situatedness of competence, which is particularly present 

both in previous research and in the current study, it was approached and dis-

cussed as a form of empathy and critical thinking. For students, understanding 

the context means understanding the environment, the norms and the people 

involved in their future occupation. For vocational teachers, it translates as 

understanding the conditions for learning and mostly the background, the de-

sires and the potential of their students. This understanding includes being 

aware, being considerate and being critical about a situation, but also being 

empathetic about others. Since the contextuality of competence refers not only 

to awareness, but also comprehension of what is happening and why, critical 

reflection is encompassed in competence. In that sense, to be competent means 

also to be flexible, adjusting according to the situation arising. This deeper 

understanding of context is the basis of action and, thus, of competence reali-

sation. A false base will lead to the actualisation of a non-useful competence 

and this mismatch is a sign of incompetence. 
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Competence, strongly connected to work, entails knowledge, skills, atti-

tudes and values, but also will, feelings and personality. It addresses the rela-

tion between an individual’s capacity and the requirements of a task or the 

individual’s potential rather than an actual capacity (Ellström, 1992). From 

this perspective, competence is being able to translate knowledge into action 

in a context (Andersson, 2014; Berglund, 2010).  

Reflecting on the aspects of action and situatedness, it can be argued that 

vocational teachers perceive competence with a focus on its use value, rather 

than its exchange value. The use value of competence refers to the fact that it 

can be used in a particular context where it creates added value. In that sense, 

competence is applied to complete a task. On the other hand, the exchange 

value of competence addresses its quality to be exchanged for something else 

(Andersson, 2014). For instance, vocational teachers exchanging their occu-

pational competence for an employment contract, as most teachers seems to 

have been offered a job due to their occupational competence. From this ex-

ample, it becomes clear that different actors, in this case teachers and princi-

pals (as recruiters) might focus on different value aspects of competence.  

Furthermore, the professional competence understanding, as outlined in 

this study, highlights the developmental potential in competence in two per-

spectives. Professional competence is the mastering of a certain task not mas-

tered before, while simultaneously it is a contribution to change, legitimatising 

the developed competence by bringing it in the field of action and proving that 

its performance has a role in the professional practice. Professional compe-

tence, as defined in Study III, encompasses the logic of both performativity 

and development (or reproductive and creative learning) (Ellström, 2005), a 

nuance of the developmental aspect of competence not as obvious in Study I. 

Low regulation of vocational teaching combined with misalignment between 

the teachers’ and the school management’s approach has led teachers to take 

more initiative, acting as problem solvers, especially with reference to their 

own professional development. The importance of continuous learning as an 

action and an attitude is highlighted as both are considered part of the voca-

tional teaching practice. More specifically, vocational teachers described a 

competent teacher as an individual acknowledging their imperfection and con-

stantly striving for self-development. This acknowledgement includes reflec-

tion and critical thinking and it instructs a necessity for constant preparedness, 

without defining what one needs to be prepared for. Consequently, in addition 

to developing for current challenges one needs to predict and be ready for 

future hardships. This is a side of competence that assigns considerable re-

sponsibility on the individual.   

In conclusion, competence is a dynamic concept that relates strongly to ac-

tion and performance, while it is characterised by its situated and developmen-

tal nature. Although competence grasps the instant capture of learning, it still 

denotes potentiality. For instance, picture a woman on a cliff ready to jump 

into the water. Even if the picture is an instant capturing of the action, one can 

guess that the woman climbed on the cliff and that she can/will probably take 
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a leap. This future potential is encapsulated in competence. Other aspects of 

competence highlighted include the fact that competence is negotiated by in-

dividuals and by communities and that it assumes authority. Indeed, the con-

nection between regime of competence and membership is indicative of com-

petence development leading to additional rights and entitlement in a CoP.  

  



78 

Discussion  

In an effort to map the work of vocational teachers, this study has searched for 

the professional competence deemed as important in teachers’ work. The Dis-

cussion starts with the contribution of the current project to research, drawing 

together previous research findings and elements of the Swedish context that 

are of relevance and interest for this study. Theoretical concepts from Com-

munities of Practice and Ellström’s typology of competence have been guid-

ing the analysis process. In this chapter, reflections on the concepts’ use are 

presented together with implications of the findings and future research per-

spectives. 

Contribution in relationship to previous research 

In connection to previous research, this dissertation has a confirmatory and 

supplementary role. Findings from previous research are supported by the cur-

rent findings, while perspectives that have been under-researched are also ex-

plored. 

Addressing the competencies that compile vocational teachers’ regime, vo-

cational competence, including validated vocational knowledge and up-to-

date vocational expertise, combined with interpersonal competence, like com-

munication and leadership, are highly important in the competence regime. 

This confirms previous research (e.g., Andersson et al., 2018; Fejes & Köpsen, 

2014), but also reflects the direction adopted by governmental and other insti-

tutions in Sweden (e.g., NAE and CSE). On the contrary, intercultural com-

petence of vocational teachers, approached as the least developed in previous 

literature (Teräs et al., 2019; Teräs & Lasonen, 2013), seems to have some 

importance, but it is possibly discussed under different themes, like special 

pedagogy or individualised learning. This renders the reflection on this com-

petence area complicated. 

Furthermore, brokering is a core function instructed by vocational teachers’ 

regime of competence. Mårtensson, Andersson and Nyström (2019) identified 

three roles related the coordination of work-based learning, namely recruiters, 

matchmakers or firefighters. In the present study, this function is summarised 

as work placement related competence, requiring interpersonal competence 

by the teachers, and good knowledge of the labour market and the tendencies 

in it. By connecting the two CoPs, the vocational teachers cross the boundaries 
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and become intermediaries of the two practices and, thus, communities (also 

in Wärvik & Lindberg, 2018; Tyler & Dymock, 2021).  

In previous research, vocational teacher competence has been categorised 

in various ways. In the majority of the studies, these categories include teach-

ing competence, subject knowledge or occupational competence and some 

kind of social, general or transferable competence (e.g., Andersson et al., 

2018; Hoekstra et al., 2018). Study I, II, and III confirm these domains as part 

of vocational teachers’ regime, but also underline another category that ac-

cording to Paaso and Korento (2010) has been salient, working community 

competence. This refers to the sense of community, team working and com-

petence development. In study III, it has been shown that the school commu-

nity, the relationships to other vocational and general teachers and to the man-

agement team seem to influence the direction of teachers’ development. This 

influence is more intense among new teachers whose identities are often less 

stabilised.  

With reference to identity, previous research concerns the duality of voca-

tional teachers’ identity, including both teaching and occupational identity 

(e.g., Fejes & Köpsen, 2014; Nylund & Gudmundson, 2017; Tyler & Dymock, 

2021). The present study confirms that the regime of competence for voca-

tional teachers instructs a need for membership in both communities, resulting 

in the formation of more than one professional identity. Nevertheless, the pre-

sent study stresses the accountability to the different regimes, rather than the 

presence of two identities, drawing the attention on the balancing of these ac-

countabilities and the actions taken to align the different regimes. This align-

ment is meaningful for the individual teacher, in order to discover the meaning 

in their own work and, hence, form their own unique professional identity with 

elements from both the teacher and occupational worker identity. In addition, 

elements from other (professional) identities can be included, for example rec-

reation activities (Study III). The alignment seems to occur with teachers iden-

tifying communalities between tasks and roles in teaching and the previous 

occupation, in an effort to integrate and sometimes recontextualise their actual 

competence. In conclusion, the current study argues that teacher and occupa-

tional identities are defined as collective identities, instructed by the respective 

regimes of competence. The individual teachers are accountable to them; nev-

ertheless, the individual identity is not necessarily dual, but rather integrated 

and self-defined.  

Approaching vocational teachers’ competence via the regime formulated 

by the respective CoP has further highlighted the findings of Goh’s study 

(2022). Similar to vocational teacher cases in Study III, newcomers are not 

always positioned at the periphery of a CoP. Study III revealed that some 

teachers were assigned with revising the curricula of vocational programmes 

in the school or the municipal level, as their first task as vocational teachers. 

Responsibilities as such allow (new) teachers assume more freedom as a result 

of their validated, and acknowledged vocational competence. Consequently, 
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although newcomers, they may enjoy benefits of a more progressed and legit-

imate membership. This offers a better leverage point for influencing the com-

petence regime of a CoP. 

Concerning, the opportunities for vocational teachers’ development, they 

have been reported as limited in previous research (e.g., Asghari & Berglund, 

2020; Köpsen & Andersson, 2017). This is further supported by Study II and 

III, with teachers reporting that they develop themselves in their own time and 

initiative. This contradicts the fact that remaining up-to-date vocational com-

petence is crucial for vocational teachers, as instructed also by the relevant 

authorities (Andersson & Köpsen, 2019; CSE, 2020; Mårtensson et al., 2019).  

However, maintaining up-to-date competence is a significant part of the com-

petence regime that teachers embrace as vocational teachers. The interest for 

development with reference to teaching competence is routed in relevance to 

the job. Notwithstanding, the interest in developing competence related to the 

previous occupation is often argued based on personal interest in the occupa-

tion. Most teachers changed their job as the conditions on the previous occu-

pation have been demanding (Study III). Their interest in the previous occu-

pation, though, has remained high. This finding draws the attention to the role 

of motivation for becoming a vocational teacher. 

Finally, with reference to the role of school principals, this study confirms 

and complements the findings of Ballangrud and Nilsen’s research (2021), 

approaching principals as controllers of resources and, therefore, as affecting 

the CPD of vocational teachers. In Study II and III, it is mentioned that the 

focus of principals lies more on teaching issues, rather than on the develop-

ment of occupational competence. The present study contributes further with 

addressing the perception of vocational teachers that principals without a vo-

cational background have a more limited understanding of vocational teaching 

challenges. In addition, vocational teachers seem to receive and assume pro-

fessional freedom, exactly because the principals cannot judge their work, as 

they lacking the occupational expertise that the teachers have. 

Reflections on the theoretical concepts 

Reflecting on CoP as an analytical tool, the connection between the three con-

cepts, membership, multi-membership and regime of competence is evident. 

Membership and regime of competence have a condition-purpose relationship 

that goes both ways. Achieving what the regime of competence requires guar-

antees membership. Vice versa, membership implies accountability to the re-

gime, as well as its reproduction and potentially its transformation. Multi-

membership in the case of vocational teachers seems to be a required part of 

the regime of competence for these practitioners. Vocational teachers are par-

ticularly selected to bridge the world of labour market and education, based 

on their membership in the occupational CoP and their membership in the 
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teaching CoP. Multi-membership though, allows this constant connection be-

tween two practices. With the aim of bridging the practices, teachers introduce 

elements from the one to the other blurring the boundaries between them. 

Since the practices have different enterprises, the risk of overlapping to a high 

extent is low. Nevertheless, the regimes of the two CoPs are affected by this 

exchange of elements, rendering the regime of competence of vocational 

teachers more open to transformation.  

The regime of competence has shown to be a concept with a dynamic and 

transformative nature, that does not have a standard form, but it is rather 

shaped and negotiated by members of one or more CoPs. Like professional 

competence, regime of competence is future oriented, raising issues of author-

ity and legitimisation (Study I and III). Illeris (2013, p.38) defines competence 

by referring to qualities like “flexibility”, highlighting that competence de-

notes the need for propensity for change. This nature of the regime of compe-

tence indicates that what is important for a vocational teacher to know and to 

be changes over time and space, making the importance of competence situ-

ated and connected with the current conditions and needs. Therefore, the im-

portance of context seems to be undeniable, limiting the possibility of gener-

alisation of findings. Nevertheless, the connections made between specific 

competence areas and the needs they correspond to, or the reasons they are 

gaining significance can be applicable in other settings.  

Furthermore, applying the regime of competence in research contributes in 

the discussion of collective competence, bringing forward the interplay be-

tween individual and collective learning. In a context where the objective and 

the subjective are intertwined, with collective ideas filtered through individual 

experiences and collective ideas being silently present in every aspect of hu-

man life, the thoughts and the actions of the individual seem to affect the 

group. Communities of practice as a theoretical framework manage to capture 

this constant interaction between the one and the many, the member and the 

community, showing how individual attitudes and actions have been influ-

enced and reformed in their engagement with the community and the practice 

(e.g., when teachers develop their assessment skills based on colleagues’ in-

struction). At the same time, the regime of competence reflects the role of 

individual members, with them stressing the importance of competence that 

seem to be undervalued by other actors (e.g., teachers lobbying for the im-

portance of university qualifications in the vocational area). The regime of 

competence, therefore, becomes a manifestation of collective competence, in-

cluding both actual and important competence (importance as defined above). 

In that sense, collective competence is not a mere sum of individual compe-

tence, but a commonly shared capacity for action, shaped by the constant ne-

gotiation and development of the individual and the group. 

Nevertheless, the concept of membership presents some weaknesses, espe-

cially with reference to its limits. In this dissertation, the focus has been on the 

vocational teaching practice, members in which are the vocational teachers 
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themselves. Other important actors are, of course, the students and the super-

visors in the workplaces. Who among those, though, are considered members? 

According to CoP (Wenger, 1998), some actors can be seen as peripheral or 

occasional members, for instance the school principals. But what is the case 

when these peripheral members seem to have considerable influence, enough 

to formulate aspects of the practice, parts of the regime or the conditions for 

membership? In the current study, principals and their recruitment strategies 

seem to affect the regime of competence for teachers, and thus their identities. 

While they hold the responsibility of deciding who will start working as a 

vocational teacher, they define the profession up to an extent. This type of 

structural element is not highlighted in CoP, while the decisive role peripheral, 

occasional or non-members can have is underrepresented.  

CoP explains the multiplicity of competence vocational teachers consider 

to have, as it connects this competence with their practice and their member-

ship in different communities. CoP focuses on the community and through the 

regime of competence, the important competence for the overall community 

and, thus, for the practice are highlighted. Ellström’s typology, on the other 

hand, sheds more light on individual development and allows space for con-

sideration of issues of power and authority. The role of agents becomes clearer 

in the model of Ellström because the individual is in the locus. At the same 

time, the model also refers to the community through the elements of formal 

or official required competence which can be seen as the formalisation of the 

regime of competence prevailing in the landscape of education practices.   

The power relationship between different competences in the regime are 

not easily understood, especially due to the blurred limits of the concept of 

membership. Furthermore, CoP with its main focus on the social aspect of 

learning make social structures, like the dynamics of the labour market not so 

obvious (Hodkinson et al., 2004). In this inquiry, the typology of competence 

by Ellström has offered a lens to approach competence not with reference to 

their content, but addressing their importance within the community, based on 

the actors and the conditions under which they received their importance. For 

example, discussing competence introduced by the individual (actual compe-

tence), competence required by the practice (competence required by the job) 

and competence valued by the community (formal and officially demanded-

competence), the respective actors of learners, students, principals and policy 

makers are brought into discussion. While this typology does not answer the 

question of membership, it supports the present study with explaining the 

power dynamics between types of competence present in the regime.  

Implications  

Previous research suggests that vocational teachers get inspiration for their 

learning and teaching approaches from previous experiences (Chan, 2012; 

Etherington, 2009; Farnsworth & Higham 2012; Green et al., 2017; Sarastuen, 
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2020a), for example when reusing teaching strategies developed in their work 

with apprentices (Green, 2015). Teachers do not only teach, but also assess 

students based on the regime of competence they feel accountable to (Frans-

worth & Higham, 2012). The current study contributes with the idea that vo-

cational teachers often apply learning approaches subconsciously developed 

when working with patients, clients, and peers, actors to whom they are not 

teachers or mentors. Teaching competence developed in environments not ex-

plicitly made for learning can vary from those developed in school settings, 

leading to different teaching/learning cultures. Deeply rooted in teachers’ 

thinking, these prior experiences profoundly affect them becoming vocational 

teachers. Didactic abilities might be considered differently in the school and 

the workplace context “because the workplace is operated by a logic that is 

about vocational socialisation and acquiring a vocational/professional iden-

tity.” (Alvunger & Johansson, 2018, p. 43; Esmond, 2020). A narrow selection 

of pedagogical approaches, especially approaches that emerged in contexts 

different than the school, can lead to a narrow perspective on learning and 

teaching.  

Moreover, findings of Study III have showed that vocational teachers build 

on the students’ interest in the vocation to approach them and construct a trust 

relationship. When teaching, vocational teachers, thus, translate applied voca-

tional competence to more abstract and theoretical knowledge, while they also 

apply pedagogical strategies to motivate and support students’ learning. Ped-

agogical competence is core in transforming vocational workplace experience 

into something teachable in a formal school setting (Fejes & Köpsèn, 2014; 

Lloyd & Payne, 2012). To facilitate this translation and the students’ engage-

ment teachers need some previous reflection on their assumptions for learning 

and teaching. According to Alvunger and Johansson (2018), while vocational 

teacher students discuss performative and practical aspects, reflections on ac-

tion are more superficial, suggesting that students might not be equipped for 

a deeper discussion of their actions (Calandra et al., 2008). The reflection on 

learning/teaching presuppositions and the opening to new approaches can be 

supported by teacher training. 

Teacher training and higher education in general entail opportunities for 

boundary crossing and identity reconciliation. From a worker to a student and 

from the world of practice to the world of theory, teacher training, other than 

offering knowledge and skills, is a special arena for testing boundary crossings 

and identity negotiation, elements core in the transition and work of vocational 

teachers. The transition through the academic milieu challenges the personal 

and professional identity and provokes the negotiation of multi-membership 

(Fenton-O’Creevy et al., 2015). Furthermore, such a transition equips learners 

with resources for the negotiation of the transition, as well as for the develop-

ment of resilience (see also Sarastuen 2020b). These resources involve the 

legitimacy of a peripheral role, combined with the ability of asserting a learner 

status, the support offered by peers, tutors and mentors and also spaces for 

reflection.  
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Granting legitimacy on professional transitions, academic courses support 

identity work in progress with frameworks and thinking strategies about work 

challenges, which students can use in workplace settings. Moreover, the trans-

lation of academic knowledge into applied knowledge in the workplace is an 

exercise of an important nature. Potential teachers need to learn not only to 

engage in this translation process, but also to facilitate it (Fenton-O’Creevy et 

al., 2015). In other words, teacher training is not only an opportunity for com-

petence development and exposure to new knowledge, but a great chance to 

negotiate one’s identity, and connect previous with current experiences. In the 

Swedish context, where the urgency of recruiting vocational teachers is high, 

these reflections could be facilitated in in-service training, including in-service 

certification if possible (Farsnwoth & Higham, 2012) and mentoring support. 

Theoretical and methodological implications 

With reference to theoretical implications, the regime of competence has been 

shown to have a flexible and fluid nature, as it shaped and reshaped constantly 

in a community, although its core might remain the same. Concerning re-

search, that leads to the conclusion that the regime of competence should be 

studied in connection to the context in which it emerges. This context, of 

course, includes both actors and conditions, which contribute in the regimes’ 

form and legitimacy. Nevertheless, just referring to members or non-members 

is not enough. As shown the power dynamics between different actors and the 

authority they have in the specific context should be considered. For this pur-

pose, CoP might need further development and clarifications, in order to delve 

deeper into the form and the nature of the regime of competence of different 

occupations.  

From a methodological perspective, the combination of survey and inter-

views contributed to the construction of a more complete picture of vocational 

teachers’ competence. The questionnaire offered the possibility for large scale 

comparisons, generalisations and the drawing of a bigger picture, which was 

lacking regarding vocational teachers’ competence in Sweden. This type of 

data has only been provided by the National Agency of Education (NAE) and 

the Confederation of Swedish Enterprises (CSE) before, often with a broader 

focus. Nevertheless, the survey did not manage to capture relationships and 

concepts, like the duality of the vocational teachers’ identity. Instead, inter-

views provided a better insight on the why and how questions, pointing out 

how core duality is for vocational teachers. In addition, although principals 

participated in the survey, their role and influence in the regime of competence 

of vocational teachers were better highlighted in the interviews. It can be con-

cluded, therefore, that complex concepts, like the one under study, should be 

approached in multiple ways to ensure that their nature is captured and pre-

sented holistically. In this process, methods like Conceptual Analysis Method 

(CAM) can support and prepare the researcher before the operationalisation 
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and the grasping or measurement of the concept. On the contrary, 

monomethod approaches can result on mono-perspective view of the issue. 

Future research 

Competence in this project has been approached as denoting potentiality, ac-

knowledging that competence is a tool to grasp an ongoing process and, thus, 

it does not correspond to an objective truth. Furthermore, the element of po-

tentiality seems to connect with the future orientations. Although a momentum 

grasping, competence capturing might be able to sign future direction of learn-

ing intentions. For example, vocational teachers that invest in personal devel-

opment might teach lifelong learning attitude to their students or become men-

tors for new teachers. However, this is an assumption that is not proved by the 

findings of this thesis. It is suggested, though, as future research. Moreover, 

more attention should be drawn to the fact that any type of predicting direc-

tions on future learning and competence development entails the risk of as-

signing responsibility to actors, whether they are learners or teachers.  

Furthermore, culturally related competence for vocational teachers has 

been introduced in the broader discussion of vocational teachers’ competence 

with Studies II and III presenting contradicting results regarding students with 

migrant background and the way cultural issues are handled in the classroom. 

More specifically, in Study II items related to different cultures and migrant 

students are of medium and low importance respectively. However, in Study 

III informants discuss the provision of individualised learning as the greatest 

challenge. Under individualised learning, teachers refer to students with low 

linguistic capacity in Swedish, but also students of migrant status, that often 

face social, economic and legal difficulties. Further research can shed light on 

the way teachers handle these challenges and their preparedness to act. Voca-

tional teachers’ readiness to enable and facilitate intercultural classrooms 

should be further researched both in curriculum and practice level. 

Additional directions for future research address the issue of critical think-

ing and judgment in relationship to competence. In this dissertation, critical 

thinking and the ability to make right decisions has been briefly discussed as 

an element of a competent vocational teacher. Nevertheless, in the research 

material, it is not clear if this is a competence per se, or if this is an element of 

competence. According to Illeris (2011), competence encompasses empathy 

and insight, as well as judgements. If critical thinking is a competence, then it 

is expected that is has levels of achievement. If it is a characteristic of compe-

tence, as situatedness, then the reference to levels of achievement might be 

absurd. Further research could enlighten this aspect.    

Moreover, this study briefly touches upon the involvement of vocational 

teachers, especially in a novice stage, in curriculum development (Study III). 

Combining the findings of Study III with previous research (Farnsworth & 

Higham, 2012), this involvement seems to induce vocational teachers to 
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demonstrate their vocational expertise, while simultaneously they reflect on 

teaching and learning issues. The acceptance and recognition they receive by 

their new community refers not only to their vocational, but also to their teach-

ing competence and raises the accountability in both regimes. While, a cause-

effect relationship cannot be argued based on this dissertation, further research 

can illuminate the role of this task in identity formation. 

Finally, this study has shown that competence is introduced from the pre-

vious professional and recreation activity life to teaching. These competences 

are not only vocational, but also teaching centred. Investigating the role of this 

informal teaching tasks of the past in the formation of a teacher identity in 

VET is a topic that renders further research. The transferring process requires 

a better insight, not only in relation to what is transferred, but also why, as 

well how it is recontextualised and how it is supported by the conditions and 

the environment of the new workplace.  
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Conclusions 

Aiming to outline the important and developed competence of vocational 

teachers, this study has stressed the significance of vocational and interper-

sonal competence alone, but also combined, as the basis on which the match-

making of the student and the workplace are made, while organising work 

placements in VET. On the one hand, the importance of teachers’ vocational 

competence is shown to be supported by the individual interest of the voca-

tional teachers (importance as preference), the relevance it has for the practice 

of vocational teaching (importance as necessity), as well as by the recruitment 

processes that school principals apply (importance as formality). In that sense, 

vocational competence has both exchange and use value, while personal in-

terest is an additional motivation for its development.  

On the other hand, the importance of teaching competence and interper-

sonal competence is supported by its relevance to the practice (importance as 

necessity), which is prioritised and highlighted by the teachers. Teaching com-

petence has, therefore, use value, but relatively low exchange value. The pol-

icy (importance as formality) has a dual approach with teaching qualifications 

being obligatory, with an exception for vocational teachers, and up-to-date 

vocational competence being required as well. The low exchange value of 

teaching competence might withhold teachers from identifying its use value 

and, thus, delay its development.  

The gap in competence is observed mainly between the actual work de-

mands and the formally required competence, leading to a variety of expecta-

tions among new teachers that might differ considerably from what the prac-

tice of vocational teaching actually requires. Therefore, the combination of a 

lack of standardised processes for assessing teaching competence develop-

ment and how this deficit is handled on an individual basis factors into the 

uncontrolled nature of the field. In addition to this, this study showed that part 

of teaching competence seems to develop in previous settings, while perform-

ing informal teaching tasks. Core ideas, teaching strategies and perception of 

the education goals seem to be formulated partly before the teaching job, 

meaning that some type of recontextualisation should occur, in order to make 

them applicable in teaching.    

Finally, greater principals’ awareness of the vocational teaching practice 

needs can support more effective recruitment process, but also better facilita-

tion of the continuous development needs of vocational teachers. For voca-

tional teachers themselves, self-reflection can be facilitated both in pre- and 



88 

in-service training with workshops tailored to their needs, with reference to 

crossing boundaries processes and (re)shaping new aspects of their profes-

sional identity. To ensure quality on the way forward the voices of students 

should also be included in this dialogue, making vocational practice more rel-

evant not only for the labour market and the society as a whole, but also for 

every individual student that participates in it. 
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Svensk Sammanfattning 

Den stora efterfrågan på yrkeslärare inom den svenska yrkesutbildningen har 

lett till att de rekryterats i de tidiga stadierna av yrkeslärarutbildningen eller 

till och med än tidigare. När yrkeslärare träder in i denna nya 

praktikgemenskap (Community of Practice) tenderar de att ta med sig 

erfarenheter från sin tidigare yrkespraktik och andra tidigare erfarenheter. 

Medan lärare korsar gränserna mellan sina tidigare yrken och sina lärarjobb 

överför de ständigt kompetenser från ett sammanhang till ett annat. Mot denna 

bakgrund utforskar denna avhandling yrkeslärares kompetens utifrån deras 

egna uppfattningar och utifrån rektorernas perspektiv. Avhandlingen 

adresserar viktiga kompetensområden samt hur yrkeskompetens definieras i 

litteraturen och hur de uppfattas av yrkeslärare själva.  

Denna avhandling är en sammanläggningsavhandling bestående av tre 

studier. Studie I är en konceptuell metodanalys (Conceptual Anlysis Method) 

av begreppet yrkeskompetens relaterat till yrkeslärare. Den genomfördes 

genom att granska begreppet yrkeskompetens och drog slutsatsen att de 

viktigaste attributen för yrkeskompetens innefattar yrkeskompetensens 

situerade och utvecklingsmässiga karaktär samt dess förhållande till handling. 

Ett tydligt förhållande mellan yrkeskompetens, professionalism, prestationer 

och kvalifikationer identifierades som viktigt för begreppet. Begreppets 

komplexitet kräver att dess användning åtföljs av en diskussion om dess olika 

betydelser för att undvika förvirring i framtida studier. 

Studie II är en enkätstudie om viktiga och självskattade kompetenser som 

besvarades av 280 yrkeslärare och 90 rektorer. Den visar att god 

kommunikation med eleverna, bedömning av elevernas kunskaper, färdigheter 

och förmågor samt skapande av förutsättningar för lärande är de tre viktigaste 

och mest utvecklade kompetenserna hos yrkeslärare. Tidigare 

undervisningserfarenhet, arbetslivserfarenhet med vuxna och invandrare 

samt kompetens i samband med rekrytering av elever och marknadsföring av 

skolan värderas lägst av alla kompetenser. Skolans rektorer och lärare är 

överens om dessa resultat. I Studie II presenteras dessutom resultat om 

yrkeslärares utmaningar. Elever som behöver extra stöd är den utmaning som 

påverkar lärarna mest i deras arbete efterföljt av begränsad budget för 

kompetensutveckling, hög arbetsbelastning och lågt motiverade elever.  

I Studie III, en intervjustudie med 14 yrkeslärare, beskrivs yrkeslärarnas 

kompetensregim (regime of competence). Med utgångspunkt i teorin om 

praktikgemenskaper är kompetensregimen en uppsättning principer som ger 
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tillhörighet i en gemenskap. Enligt resultaten omfattar yrkeslärarnas 

kompetensregim aktuell yrkeskompetens, som uppfattas som grunden för 

yrkesundervisning, men också interpersonell kompetens. Närmare bestämt 

avser interpersonell kompetens kommunikationsförmåga och uppbyggnaden 

av tillit mellan läraren och eleven. En del av yrkeslärarnas kompetens är också 

lärarens förmåga att matcha eleven med APL-platsen (arbetsplatsförlagt 

lärande), vilket är kopplat till kvaliteten på elevens arbetsbaserade utbildning. 

Slutligen ingår kontinuerlig utveckling i denna kompetensregim. När det 

gäller förståelsen av sin egen yrkeskompetens uppfattade lärarna att 

kompetensen är kontextbunden. De kopplade också yrkeskompetens till 

prestation och till behovet av att vidta åtgärder för att klara av 

arbetsuppgifterna. En del av lärarnas interpersonella och pedagogiska 

kompetens verkar dessutom ha utvecklats i deras tidigare yrken eller 

verksamheter. Yrkeslärare berikar alltså kompetensregimen för 

yrkesundervisning med både sina yrkeskunskaper och sin informellt 

förvärvade lärarkompetens, som de har utvecklat i deras tidigare yrke. 

De kombinerade resultaten från de tre studierna analyseras med hjälp av 

koncepten praktikgemenskap (Communities of Practice) och Ellströms 

kompetensmodell. Resultaten visar att lärarkompetens har ett högt bruksvärde 

på grund av dess relevans för yrkeslärarnas arbete (kompetens som krävs för 

jobbet). Den har dock ett lågt bytesvärde eftersom den inte är ett formellt krav 

för lärarnas anställning. Yrkeskompetens och kvalifikationer har däremot ett 

högt bytesvärde, eftersom de krävs för rekrytering (officiellt efterfrågad 

kompetens). Yrkeskompetens och kvalifikationer utgör dessutom grunden för 

att yrkeslärare ska kunna utöva lobbyverksamhet för att öka sitt självstyre, 

vilket de får på grund av sin yrkesexpertis. Analysen av de kombinerade 

resultaten visade att de olika kompetensområdena prioriteras utifrån relevans 

för undervisningen, formalia och ibland individuella preferenser. Eftersom 

relevans, formalia och individuella preferenser påverkar lärarnas val av vilka 

kompetensområden de vill utveckla finns det en risk för obalanserade 

identiteter. 

Sammanfattningsvis kan en förståelse för vad som krävs för 

yrkeslärarjobbet, så som lärarna själva uttrycket det, underlätta för bättre 

utbildningsinsatser för yrkeslärare, både gällande yrkeslärarutbildningen och 

fortbildningsinsatser. Stöd till lärare som anpassar sin tidigare kompetens till 

den kompetensregim som yrkeslärarpraktiken anvisar kan underlättas genom 

rekontextualisering av tidigare erfarenheter för att uppnå relevans för de nya 

arbetsuppgifterna.  
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