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Abstract
The purpose of this article is to describe and analyse the state of the art of research on
special needs education (SNE) in the context of the Nordic countries’ vocational education and training (VET) systems during the period January 2010 to September 2018.
Twenty studies remained after the search procedure and thematic analysis, 15 of which
deal with the practice level and five with the organisation level. No studies were identified as belonging to the policy level. The following themes were found at the practice
level: teachers’ work and role, teaching and learning, student transition and student dropout.
Themes identified at the organisation level were changes to vocational policy documents and
educational practices, and school organisation and its implementation. Finland dominates in
terms of number of studies. Furthermore, the review shows that there were few studies
in the area of SNE in VET. The results show that further studies are needed to acquire
more knowledge about SNE in vocational education.
Keywords: special needs education (SNE), special educational needs (SEN), upper secondary education, vocational education and training (VET)

NJVET, Vol. 11, No. 1, 97–123

https://doi.org/10.3384/njvet.2242-458X.2111197

Peer-reviewed article
Hosted by Linköping University Electronic Press

© The authors

Camilla Björk-Åman, Robert Holmgren, Gerd Pettersson & Kristina Ström

Introduction
The Nordic countries, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden are
widely known for educational policies, which promote equal and accessible education for all. Another characteristic of the policies is the ambition to combine
social welfare and equality with high economic growth (Michelsen & Stenström,
2018). However, economic growth requires a workforce with vocational skills vital to society. The vocational education and training system (VET), located at the
intersection between the educational system and the labour market, has a key
role in educating and training young people who do not opt for higher education
and in providing key skills for all sectors of the labour market (Helms Jørgensen,
2018; Helms Jørgensen et al., 2019). Nevertheless, the Nordic VET systems are
balancing between being a part of a school for all, characterised by egalitarian
and inclusive values, and providing the labour market with skilled workers
(Lundahl, 2016). These goals may seem contradictory, but Helms Jørgensen
(2018) points out that VET has the double responsibility of educating a skilled
labour force and supporting disadvantaged young people and learners who encounter barriers to learning, in other words, learners with special educational
needs (SEN). SEN policies are important in this respect when it comes to creating
an inclusive learning environment that empowers learners to reach their highest
possible potential enabling them to secure employability and better lives
(Cedefop, 2015). Therefore, VET education providers, school management teams
and teachers have a great responsibility to ensure that teaching and learning environments are suited to all students, regardless of whether they need extra support, temporarily, or over an extended period. For the individual student, adequate support is crucial. Fischbein and Österberg (2003) argue that if students do
not receive appropriate support, the risk is high that they will have frequent experiences of failure, which, in the long run, can affect their self-esteem and future
plans negatively. This assumption brings special needs education within VET to
the fore. In the present review, we attempt to shed light on how special needs
education is depicted in Nordic VET research.
The concept of special needs education (SNE) has evolved during the last few
decades. Having had a disability focus, the definition of SNE has been broadened
and now includes a wide variety of student diversity and educational needs (Kiuppis & Haustätter, 2014). For the purpose of this article, SNE is conceptualised
as a system of special educational practices and support measures that promote
learning, social inclusion and quality of life for young people who, for various
reasons, encounter, or are at risk of encountering, disabling difficulties or obstacles in their studies (Tangen, 2012). The basic idea behind SNE within VET is to
support young people in attaining their educational and social goals (Hirvonen
et al., 2009). This is possible by providing individualised support and creating
favourable and accessible learning environments.
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However, keeping in mind the challenges regarding the development of adequate support systems that Nordic VET is facing, we believe that it is important
to map existing studies related to SNE in Nordic VET research. It should also be
mentioned that previous research on SNE seems to be mainly focused on the primary school (Pettersson, 2017)). Research findings have the potential to inform
practice and contribute to a deeper understanding of the diverse educational
needs of VET students. We also agree with Ahlberg (2009) on the fruitfulness of
combining previously unrelated knowledge and study objects (SNE and VET).
Such fusions can, according to Ahlberg, have a strong potential to develop practice as well as theory in the field.
The purpose of this systematic literature review is to describe and analyse Nordic research on SNE in the context of the Nordic countries’ vocational education
and training (VET) systems published between January 2010 and September
2018. The research questions are: What themes are central to current Nordic research on special education in vocational education? What differences and similarities can be identified between the Nordic countries in terms of quantity and
content within this field of research?
In order to contextualise the review, we start by providing a short overview of
the Nordic countries’ vocational education systems at the upper secondary level.
The time period chosen is interesting, as it was a period of structural changes in
VET in the Nordic countries (Helms Jørgensen, 2018), something that researchers
may have been interested in studying from an SNE perspective as well.

Upper secondary vocational education in the Nordic countries:
A brief description
The educational goals of VET in the Nordic countries are essentially the same,
namely to prepare students for participation in the labour market, to support lifelong learning and to encourage creativity, innovation and entrepreneurship (Pereira et al., 2016). However, the structures of the Nordic education systems differ.
While Finland and Norway have a parallel system with separate general and vocational upper secondary education, Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland have a cohesive upper secondary education where schools usually offer both general and
vocational programmes. The key characteristics of the VET systems in the Nordic
countries are presented in Table 1 (Cedefop, 2010; Cedefop Dk, 2012; Finnish National Agency for Education [EDUFI], 2018a, 2018b; Government of Iceland, 2019;
Ministry of Education and Culture [OKM] & EDUFI, 2018; Ministry of Children
and Education, Denmark, 2010, 2019a, 2019c; Námsmatsstofnun, 2014; Statistics
Iceland, 2016; Statistics Norway, 2018; Studyinfo, 2019; Swedish National Agency
for Education, 2018; Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2018; Vilbli.no, 2019).
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Table 1. Key characteristics of the Nordic VET systems.
Country

Number of
VET programmes

Duration of
programme

School-based
learning vs
workplacebased
learning (%)

VET students as
a percentage of
all students in
upper secondary
education

Percentage
of students
graduating

Denmark

Apprenticeship: 12
entryways

3–4 years

Apprenticeship
35–50% vs
50–65%

VET programmes
and Apprenticeship, in total: 48%

52%

Finland

10 different
fields of
education

Individual
study time,
usually
around
three years

Studentindividual
solutions

VET programmes
52%

76 % in
schoolbased education, after
5 years

Iceland

> 100 VET
programmes

3–4 years

Different solutions in different vocations,
2–4 years

VET programmes
31 %

45% after
6 years

Norway

8 VET programmes

4 years

50% vs 50%

VET programmes
37%

60 % after
5 years

Apprenticeship
2%

Apprenticeship
21 %
Sweden

12 VET
programmes
Schoolbased or
Apprenticeship

3 years

VET programmes
87% vs 13%
Apprenticeship
50% vs 50%

VET programmes
28%

72% after
3 years

Apprenticeship
3%

As shown in Table 1, in Denmark, VET is designed as an apprenticeship education where education contracts are established between students and companies.
The apprenticeship begins with a basic school-based education, which is followed by workplace-based training. The other countries offer both a schoolbased and an apprenticeship-based education, with the former one dominating.
The duration of the workplace-based learning in VET varies greatly between apprenticeship education (50–65%) and school-based training (35–50%). While the
duration of the VET education is quite similar in the Nordic countries, 3–4 years,
there are noticeable differences with regard to the proportion of VET students
who graduate. In Finland and Norway, more than half of all upper secondary
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school students are studying on a vocational programme, which can be compared with Denmark, Iceland and Sweden, where the corresponding proportion
is less than one third. The proportion of VET students who graduate within 3–6
years after their studies on the programmes, varies from 45% in Iceland to 76%
in Finland. Overall, it can be concluded that clear similarities exist between VET
in the Nordic countries in terms of the number of programmes and their length,
while there is greater variation when it comes to the proportion of workplacebased learning, VET students and VET students who graduate.

Special needs education in VET in the Nordic countries
Special needs education (SNE) in VET is an integral part of the Nordic countries’
upper secondary education systems. As shown in Figure 1, SNE includes several
intersecting levels: policy, organisation, and educational practice. The policy level
refers to the education system level and comprises the educational goals formulated in the national policy documents of the Nordic countries. The organisation
level refers to descriptions of the organisation of educational practices in terms
of structures and resources, while the educational practice level includes, for example, teaching and learning environments, learning activities and special adjustments and measures.

Figure 1. Three levels of special needs education in VET.
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Our review of the Nordic countries’ educational policy documents indicates that
similarities as well as differences prevail. In the following part, we will briefly
describe each country’s policies and support systems. In the national policy documents, various terms are used to describe students’ learning difficulties. In this
section, we use the terms found in the respective policy documents.
According to the Danish education act (Ministry of Children and Education,
Denmark, 2019c), the VET programmes should promote the students’ well-being,
health, development and learning. In other words, in order to support the students’ choice of education, their participation and well-being, the learning environment must be adapted regarding the organisation and implementation of the
teaching content. The act also states that schools’ have an obligation to provide
SNE for students with such needs. For example, differentiated forms of teaching
should be used that take into account the students’ different learning prerequisites. Over the past ten years (2008–2017), VET students’ need for SNE has increased, with reading and writing difficulties constituting the main reason (Danish Evaluation Institute [EVA], 2019). The Danish education system also includes
an individual compensatory support system (Special Education Support – SPS),
whose purpose is to enable students with physical or psychological disabilities
to complete their education on equal terms to other students (Ministry of Children and Education, Denmark, 2019b). Evaluations of SPS show that VET students who receive support via this system complete the practical part of the training in school more often (31%) than VET students without physical or psychological disabilities (13%). Further comparisons show that 65% of the SPS students
are employed two years after graduation, compared to 81% of other students
(EVA, 2019). Requirements regarding teachers’ special needs competence are not
specified in the policy documents (Ministry of Children and Education, Denmark, 2019c).
In Finland, the VET reform (2017/2018) brought with it two new concepts in
SNE: special support and intensive special support (Finnish vocational education
and training act, 2017). Special support is intended for ‘students who require special help in their studies due to learning disability, illness, delayed development
or some other reason’ (Finnish vocational education and training act, 2017, 64 §).
The definition is wide, and no expert assessments or diagnoses are needed for
students to receive support. Special support includes various forms of support,
such as special arrangements in the learning environment, various aids, e.g.,
speech synthesis and easy-to-read material, and extra counselling. It is laid down
in the act that there should be staff with special responsibility for coordinating
support measures, but all teachers should be involved in supporting the student
(Opetushallitus, 2018). There are only a few VET providers that are qualified to
offer intensive special support. This kind of special educational support is intended for students with ‘severe learning difficulties or disabilities or illness
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which mean that they need more extensive and versatile special support’ (Vocational education act, 2017, 65 §) and is provided by special schools and in special
classes. Both forms of support are included in the Vocational education act and
as long as the studies are vocationally oriented, the same curriculum is used for
all students, with the possibility to individualise it for students with severe difficulties. According to the Decree on teacher qualifications (1998/2017), a special
education teacher (SET) or special vocational education teacher (SVET) exam is
required to be qualified to work as a teacher responsible for the provision of the
two support forms. In practice, SETs often support students in general subjects
whereas SVETs support students in vocational subjects (Pirttimaa & Hirvonen,
2016).
According to the Icelandic National curriculum guide for upper secondary
schools (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, Iceland [MoESC], 2011),
‘students with disabilities should study together with other students in so far as
this is possible’ (p. 75). The same inclusive thought is also stated in the Upper
secondary education act (2008, Article 34): ‘Whenever possible, students with disabilities shall pursue their studies in the same school premises as other students.’
The Upper secondary education act (2008, Article 34) stresses that ‘appropriate
instruction and special pedagogic support shall be provided to students with a
disability […] and to students with emotional or social difficulties.’ In addition,
‘dyslexic students’, ‘students with specific learning difficulties or suffering from
an illness’ and ‘hearing impaired and deaf students’ are specifically mentioned
in the act. In the Curriculum guide (MoESC, 2011), the target group for special
education in upper secondary schools is specified in accordance with the Upper
secondary education act, but with an addition, namely that the right to special
education is ‘based on confirmed special needs’ (p. 75). In the Icelandic system,
the possibility to receive special education is thus based on diagnoses or other
kinds of expert documentation of the needs. The support can be provided within
the regular study programmes of a VET school or in specific programmes for
students with disabilities (MoESC, 2011). According to Eiríksdóttir and Rosvall
(2019), students with, for example, intellectual disabilities or learning difficulties
often attend VET programmes specially tailored for this category of students, and
the education is then provided in special classes. The curriculum guide contains
specific mention of the necessity of transfer of information in the transition process between different school levels, but there is no information about what kind
of support a student can receive. According to Eiríksdóttir and Rosvall (2019, p.
4), the support may include ‘student counselling services, special study halls, and
help with writing, test-taking, etc.’
In Norway the policy documents stress so-called adapted education as a first
step to meet the various needs of the students in a group, in both basic and further education (Act relating to primary and secondary education and training
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[Education act], 1998). However, adapted education is not about individual solutions but about ‘striking a happy balance between each pupil’s abilities and capacities and the entire classroom/school community’ (Norwegian Ministry of
Education and Research, 2011, p. 6). If the adaptive education is not enough to
meet the needs of a student, the Education act states that students who have difficulty benefiting from the regular teaching offered are entitled to special education
(Education act, 1998). The target group for special education is thus initially
widely defined in the act. However, the act later specifies who is actually entitled
to special education. For a student to be granted special education, an expert assessment from the PP-service (pedagogical-psychological-service) is required. In
the assessment, the special needs of the student are described, and appropriate
support suggested. The school then makes a decision about the special education
for the student based on the assessment, and an individual training plan is drawn
up (Education act, 1998; Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017). Special education activities may be, for example, setting learning goals for a student other than those of
the rest of the group, follow-up of the student in class by a teacher or assistant or
the use of special learning aids (Foreldreutvalget for grunnopplæringen, 2018).
In Sweden, the Swedish education act (2010) states that all students have the
right to education and development, which means that students must be given
the opportunity to reach established knowledge goals to the extent possible and
that schools should promote the development of all students through positive
and equal learning environments. In addition, the national curriculum for upper
secondary schools (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011) states that the
teaching must be adapted to each student’s prerequisites and needs. The Swedish
National Agency for Education (2014) makes a distinction between extra adjustments and special needs support. Extra adjustments constitute the initial measure
that should be taken to support a student and should preferably be provided by
the vocational teachers in the vocational subjects. Examples of extra adjustments
include teachers’ organisation of the learning environment and the use of pedagogical tools and teaching methods adapted to the students’ needs. If these adjustments are not considered sufficient, the head teacher has the responsibility to
investigate and document the student’s need for a special support and action
plan describing measures to be taken with a view to supporting the student’s
learning and development (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2014). Furthermore, it is stated that schools should have a teacher with special educational
competence who has consulting and supervisory duties (cf. Swedish education
act, 2010; Swedish National Agency for Education, 2014). It is also stated that
special education consultations for teachers is a key activity. However, due to the
fact that there are few full-time positions for special education teachers in the
upper secondary school (< 3% of all full-time teaching positions), vocational
teachers have limited access to such consultations (Swedish National Agency for
Education, 2018).
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Table 2. Special education support in VET in the Nordic countries.
Country

Availability of
special educational support
within the
regular system

Existence
of segregated solutions

Target
group
defined

Eligibility for
support
through
medical
and/or
psychological
assessment

Forms of support
mentioned

Specified
qualification criteria for
teachers
working
with SEN

Denmark

Yes, for individual students who
have applied
for SPS

No

Yes

Yes

Yes, adaptations in
the learning environment and an individual compensatory support system
(SPS)

No

Finland

Yes, a twotiered system;
special support and intensive special
support

Yes

Yes, but
no disability categories
are mentioned

No

Yes, for instance adjustments in the
learning environment, learning aids
and counselling

Yes

Iceland

Yes, for students with
confirmed special needs

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes, for instance
study support and
counselling

No

Norway

Yes, adapted
education for
all and special
education for
those who
have a right to
such education

No

Yes, but
no disability categories
are mentioned

Yes, for
special
education

Yes, for instance individual learning
goals and learning
aids

No

Sweden

Yes, a twotiered system;
extra adjustments and special support

No, not
within
regular
system

No

Yes, for
special
support

Yes, adaptations in
the learning environment and teaching methods

No, but
each school
should
have a
teacher
with special educational competence
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As shown in Table 2, there are similarities as well as differences between the Nordic countries’ policy documents regarding special education support. All five
countries have some kind of support system for students with SEN, ranging from
an individualised support system (Denmark) to school-based support systems
for all students who need or are entitled to support. Most Nordic countries require some kind of assessment or expert opinion in order to offer (special) support within the special education system. The exception is Finland, which seems
to have the most inclusive support system. No formal diagnoses or statements
are needed. Finland is also the exception when it comes to qualification criteria
for teachers working with SEN students. Differences between countries are also
noted with respect to segregated solutions and target group definitions. These
differences are related to different traditions and priorities, but they may affect,
on the one hand the institutions’ possibilities to provide support and on the other
individual students’ possibilities to complete their vocational education and access the labour market.

Methods
A systematic search was performed in order to find studies focusing on SNE in
Nordic VET. The following sections describe the criteria and selection process,
the search process, and the final analysis procedure.
Criteria and selection process
In order to be eligible for inclusion in the review, studies had to meet the following criteria:
1) Their relevance to the research topic and the specific criteria for special needs
education, as described earlier in this article, and a focus on the field of vocational education and training in upper secondary education. Consequently,
the following categories of studies were excluded: Studies (a) which did not
have a specific educational perspective focusing on gender or ethnic diversity,
(b) studies dealing with young people at risk of dropout from school for reasons other than special educational ones, such as dropout due to lack of motivation, (c) studies focused primarily on other levels of education such as
basic and higher education and (d) studies focusing on specific educational
needs, such as learning difficulties or disabilities.
2) Studies had to be peer-reviewed and published between 2010 and 2018.
3) Studies focusing on VET and special needs education in the regular vocational
education system in each country were included, due to differences in the
Nordic countries’ vocational education systems. Thus, studies on intensive
special support (‘särskilt krävande stöd’) in Finnish VET were included, but not
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studies on Swedish upper secondary special schools (‘gymnasiesärskolor’),
even though, in practice, their activities are quite similar.
4) Although the search process was carried out using English search terms, studies published in the Nordic languages were included if they had an English
abstract or summary.
Search process
Searches were performed between January 2018 and September 2018. The search
terms used were vocational education (and training) (VET), upper secondary education
in combination with special education(al) needs, special needs education and special
education combined with the names of the Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland,
Iceland, Norway, Sweden).
Databases used in the search process were Google Scholar, Web of Science,
Scopus, Eric, Den danske forskningsdatabase (Denmark) Finna and Helka (Finland), Idun (Norway) Libris and Swepub (Sweden). As a complement to the Islandic search, Netla – Online Journal on Pedagogy, was also included in the
search process.
In addition to database searches, eight journals within the field of special education and nine journals on vocational education and training were searched, in
order to locate further studies (cf. Appendix 1). Relevant studies were also added
based on ‘snowballing’ and personal knowledge.
Initially, 42 studies were selected on the basis of their titles and abstracts. Following a more thorough scrutiny of these studies, 22 were excluded as they were
found not to meet the inclusion criteria. Thus, the final selection comprised 20
studies, all of which were in English, except three that were in Finnish with an
English summary.
Scientific studies in the field may have been published after year 2018 but these
are not included in this review.
Analysis procedure
The analysis procedure was inspired by thematic analysis methods (Graneheim
& Lundman, 2004). When the search process was completed, the articles were
analysed with respect to content areas, country, category level methodology and
method, based on the following questions:
1) What is the content (theme) and what is the category level (practice,
organisation or policy)?
2) What methodology and methods are used (design, data collection methods)?
3) What are the main contributions/results?
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Results
In the following section, the results of the review are presented. Table 3 shows
the number of identified studies and their distribution among the Nordic countries and the three category levels. Table 4 presents the classification of the identified studies according to category level and theme. The results section is concluded with a thematic account of the content of the studies.
Table 3. Number of studies 2010–2018 (Sept.) classified according to country and category level.
Category
level

Denmark

Finland

Iceland

Norway

Practice

11

1

3

Organisation

2

Sweden

15
3

Policy
Number of
studies per
country

Studies
per
category
level

5
0

0

13

1

3

3

20

As shown in Table 3, the majority of the 20 studies belong to the practice level.
Moreover, more than half of these were carried out in Finland.
As reported in Table 4, 15 of the 20 studies were categorised as dealing with
research areas belonging to the practice level. The dominant themes in these studies are teachers’ work and role in VET (7) and student transition (5). Some studies
also cover areas at the organisation level while none was identified as belonging
to the policy level.
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Table 4. Studies (2010–2018 Sept.) classified according to category level and themes.
Category level

Theme

Author(s)/Year

Design
(methodology/theory)

Practice
(N=15)

Teacher’s
work and role
(N=7)

Bell, Hirvonen, Kukemelk,
Pancocha, Vadurova & Hion
(2014)

Based on previous research and
document analysis

Hirvonen (2011)

Case study, historical perspective, contemporary challenges

Hirvonen (Ed.) (2015a, 2015b,
2018)

Anthology: different design in
different studies

Pirttimaa & Hirvonen (2016)

Survey (N=120), 10 interviews

Björk-Åman (2013)

Focus group interviews, 7
schools, discourse theory

Teaching and
learning (N=1)

Stefansdóttir & Björnsdóttír
(2016)

6 focus groups interviews (N=22
students; N=14 teachers), content analysis

Students with
SEN; transition (N=5)

Hermanoff, Määttä & Uusiautti
(2017)

14 interviews, students and parents, narratives

Niemi & Kurki (2014)

16 interviews, observations

Kirjavainen, Pulkkinen &
Jahnukainen (2016)

Quantitative data

Myklebust (2013)

Test (N=203)

Kvalsund & Bele (2010)

Survey (N=500), longitudinal
study

Hakkarainen, Holopainen &
Savolainen (2015)

Survey (N=595), test

Pijl, Frostad & Mjaavatn (2014)

Survey (N=1873+132)

Hirvonen (2012)

Case study: Content analysis,
policy documents, historical
perspective; interviews, contemporary local analysis, activity
theory

Hakala (2010)

Ethnographic data, interviews

Ramberg (2013, 2016, 2017)

Total population surveys, upper
secondary school

Students with
SEN; drop-out
(N=2)
Organisation
(N=5)

Changes: vocational policy
documents,
educational
practices
(N=2)

School organisation and its
implementation
(N=3)
Policy (N=0)

The following section provides thematic descriptions of the content of the
studies.
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Practice
Four themes were identified at the practice level. The first one, presented below,
relates to the work and role of teachers in VET seen from a SNE perspective, the
second, with only one study, to SEN students’ teaching and learning and the
third and fourth to two different aspects concerning VET-students with SEN –
student transition and dropout.
Teachers’ work and role in VET
The role of special education teachers (SETs) and special vocational education
teachers (SVETs) is investigated in several of the Finnish studies (Bell et al., 2014;
Hirvonen, 2011, 2015a, 2015b, 2018; Pirttimaa & Hirvonen, 2016). Common features in these studies are descriptions of the need for a development/redefinition
of the role of SETs and SVETs from a student-teaching oriented role to a more
versatile one where multi-professional cooperation, counselling and promotion
of inclusive solutions are stressed. Pirttimaa and Hirvonen (2016) discuss the
need to develop special education in VET into something other than a replica of
special education in basic education, pointing out that the purpose of VET is to
offer students the possibility to learn a vocation. The role of SETs and SVETs is
also dealt with in three publications edited by Hirvonen (2015a, 2015b, 2018). In
these publications, different aspects of the key components in the development
in Finnish VET are discussed from a special educational perspective, for example,
competence-based education, learning environments, individualisation, young
people and adults studying together in vocational education, digitalisation,
multi-professional cooperation, different kinds of local models for implementation of the policy documents and special support. The impact of the changes to
the work and roles of SETs and SVETs are problematised and discussed.
In a dissertation by Björk-Åman (2013), the focus is on vocational teachers and
general teachers working in VET. Björk-Åman studies the teachers’ views on inclusive education from a special educational perspective, focusing on discourses
and the teachers’ descriptions of the national teaching requirements and versions
of students in need of special support. The author stresses that for VET to be inclusive, a holistic approach to the national teaching requirements is needed,
based on both vocational skills and the personal development of the student.
Teaching and learning
Teaching and learning in VET as a part of higher education for students with
intellectual disabilities was studied in a research project at the University of Iceland (Stefánsdóttir & Björnsdóttir, 2016). In this study, courses at the undergraduate level were offered to both disabled and non-disabled students at the School
of Education and both teachers and students were interviewed. The goal of the
project was, among other things, to collect data on how the students were supported academically and socially by the university lecturers. The results show
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that the university lecturers were initially skeptical, as they feared that the education level might be lowered, and uncertain about what teaching methods to
use. However, the students’ experiences were overall positive and they thought
the education had bolstered their self-esteem, promoted inclusion and increased
their opportunities to find employment.
Students with SEN – transition
The vulnerability of students with SEN is described in studies focusing on the
transition into VET, the risk of dropout from vocational education and life after
the vocational education and training.
The area of transition into VET is investigated in three Finnish studies. Hermanoff et al. (2017) take a qualitative perspective on the transition process from
basic to vocational education, focusing on the student perspective. According to
the results of this study, a successful vocational education for the target group,
students with intellectual disability, is the sum of many factors depending on the
student, the school context, the curriculum and the teachers. In addition, support
from the parents is extremely important. The study also shows that the educational choices for students with intellectual disabilities are limited and in need of
development. Similar results can be found in a study by Niemi and Kurki (2014)
focused on the transition from pre-vocational programmes for students in need
of support to vocational education. Niemi and Kurki point out that students with
SEN do not have equal access to education, which also affects the counselling
they receive. The students’ choice of vocational education was negotiated in a
counselling process, based on their own plans and hopes but also on the institutional practices and, above all, their restrictions. Kirjavainen et al. (2016) conducted a longitudinal quantitative study based on data from the Official Statistics
of Finland. Their results indicate that students with individualised curricula in
basic education do not continue to upper secondary education to the same extent
as other students; they more often choose a vocational upper secondary education rather than a general upper secondary education and tend to drop out from
studies to a greater extent than other students. They also need longer time to
complete their studies.
The area of transition after VET is investigated in two studies from Norway
that focus on former students with SEN and the time after their upper secondary
education. Myklebust (2013) uses a qualitative approach focusing on the risk of
becoming dependent on social welfare among former students with SEN,
whereas Kvalsund and Bele (2010), in a quantitative, longitudinal study, focus on
the effect of school experiences on social relations later on in life. The results are
disheartening – for example, former special class students were more likely to be
dependent on social welfare and at greater risk of not being a part of social networks and social relations.
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Students with SEN – dropout
Dropout from upper secondary education was investigated from a special educational perspective in two studies, one from Finland and one from Norway. In
a longitudinal, quantitative study, Hakkarainen et al. (2015) noted the vulnerable
position of students with academic learning difficulties (measured in Year 9;
word reading and mathematics) in upper secondary education. Even though the
students received educational support, especially at the beginning of their studies, this was not enough to prevent dropout, as evidenced by the fact that 43% of
all students dropping out from upper secondary education (both general and vocational) had academic learning difficulties. The authors concluded that ‘other
kinds of support besides educational support are needed for those with academic
difficulties, and also for other students’ (Hakkarainen et al., 2015, p. 417). In a
quantitative study conducted in Norway, Pijl et al. (2014) focus on how social
relations with parents, teachers, and peers influence SEN students’ decisions to
stay in or leave upper secondary education. According to this study, support
from peers is a key factor for all students for being motivated to stay in school.
For students with SEN, however, teacher support is important, especially at the
beginning of the studies. Over time, support from teachers becomes less important as they become more dependent on support from peers.
To sum up, young people in need of special educational support seem to be at
greater risk than their peers of exclusion from education and society in the transition into vocational education, during their studies, and even as adults, after
their upper secondary education.
Organisation
Two themes were identified at this level. The first of these refers to analyses of
how system level changes relate to educational practices regarding SNE and the
second to upper secondary schools’ organisation of, and ability to implement,
SNE.
Changes: Vocational policy documents, educational practices
Hirvonen’s (2012) systemic description of Finnish vocational special education
over time (1910–2003) reveals a close connection between special needs education
and the overall educational structures that prevail at a certain period of time. In
her study, Hirvonen brings forth the development from a segregated SNE to
more flexible solutions as well as a broader categorisation of needs. One conclusion is that the current pedagogical solutions in vocational education must be
supplemented with extended support structures and that the vocational teachers’
special educational knowledge needs to be developed. In an ethnographic study
by Hakala (2010), tensions are revealed between Finnish political ambitions and
practice. For example, Hakala also describes the enlargement of the target
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group at vocational special schools (since 2018, students requiring intensive special support), as, in addition to students with intellectual disabilities, it now also
includes students with various learning difficulties. The study shows that the
policy documents advocate inclusion while at the same time legitimising vocational special school solutions. Finally, the study identifies and problematises the
discursive meanings of the concept of ‘inclusion’ and different categorisations of
the concept ‘special’.
School organisation and its implementation
In a number of extensive questionnaire studies on the Swedish upper secondary
school, Ramberg (2013, 2015, 2017) presents an analysis of the availability of special education resources and the use of ability grouping, as well as of in what
subjects, and where, special needs education is conducted. For example, the results show that independent schools offer fewer special needs resources than municipal schools and that ability grouping is used more often in foundation courses
than in programme-specific courses. It is also shown that special needs education
mainly takes place outside the regular classroom, and that special needs resources are primarily allocated to the subjects of Mathematics, English and Swedish. Taken together, Ramberg’s studies indicate that SNE in VET is not prevalent
in Swedish upper secondary schools.

Discussion
The purpose of this review was to describe and analyse Nordic research on special needs education (SNE) in the context of the Nordic countries’ vocational education and training (VET) systems published between January 2010 and September 2018. The results show that there are relatively few studies on SNE-VET,
and that most are focused on the practice level. How this can be explained and
understood is discussed in this section.
While our review of the Nordic countries’ VET systems reveals the differences
between the countries’ vocational education systems, it is not differences or similarities between these systems that are the most interesting but the frequent
changes made to these systems. These constant educational reforms show a
strong political interest in vocational education, which has not always benefitted
the development of VET (Helms Jørgensen, 2018).
When a field of study is frequently changed, there is a risk that the research
focus will also shift, in this case from the educational opportunities of all students
and SNE to the actual changes in the content of VET, or how new VET reforms
are implemented. We did find studies on VET policy, but the lack of an SNE focus
in these studies meant that they could not be included in the review. The scarcity
of policy studies within the field of SNE/VET may in turn result in few studies
at the organisation and practice level. This may be one reason why our review of
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Nordic VET research reveals that SNE is an almost invisible research area, as
shown by the fact that we found relatively few research articles that matched our
search criteria.
Another reason why SNE in VET is a weak field of research might be that
many vocational programmes have traditionally been limited to crafts, the learning of which did not require SNE support. The fact that the practice level dominates in our review is not surprising, as VET institutions usually have diverse
student populations with sometimes challenging educational needs.
Most of the included studies belong to the practice level. The most frequent
identified themes were teachers’ work and role (7 studies) and students with special
educational needs – transition (5 studies). Only one study dealt with teaching and
learning. The focus in the practice level studies seems to be on teachers and students, while studies explicitly focusing on teaching arrangements for students
with SEN are almost non-existent. This was a bit surprising, keeping in mind that
students’ challenges often require special educational support strategies on
school and classroom level. In addition to practice level studies, we found SNE
research at the organisation level (5 studies). These studies focus on national
goals, implementation of SNE and resource use. These findings were expected
since resources and structural factors relate to educational practices.
Although VET studies at the policy level are available, especially in Sweden,
our findings show that policy studies with an SNE focus are almost non-existent.
The lack of policy level studies reflects the overall scarcity of studies on SNE in
Nordic VET. In view of the increasing focus on inclusive education at all levels
of the Nordic education systems, we find this result somewhat surprising. For
this reason, we believe it is important to increase the knowledge of SNE among
VET researchers, as this would probably result in more policy level studies,
which is an important prerequisite for developing Nordic VET in an inclusive
direction.
Although it might be argued that our search criteria were quite strict, the results are evident. A mere 20 studies during a nine-year period (2010–2018) addressed SNE from an organisation or practice perspective.
When we look at the number of studies across the Nordic countries, a clear
pattern emerges. Finland dominates in terms of number of research articles. More
than half (13/20) of the studies were performed by Finnish researchers. We found
a few studies by Swedish, Norwegian and Icelandic researchers but no Danish
ones. On the basis of our empirical data, it is not possible to identify the reason
for the uneven distribution of research articles on SNE among the countries concerned. However, one plausible reason might be the relatively strong position of
SNE in Finnish VET. The focus on SNE in Finnish VET is due to historical as well
as educational traditions, but also to the fact that, in Finland, SNE is an independent scientific discipline. This is not the case in the other Nordic countries. For
instance, Finland is the only Nordic country to have a university or polytechnic114
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based education for vocational special education teachers aimed at providing the
teacher students with a thorough knowledge of SNE for the VET sector. In addition, the regular vocational teacher education includes elements of SNE. Finnish
policy documents guiding VET also acknowledge SNE as a support system for
all students who need special educational support. Unlike the other Nordic countries, Finland also has a low-threshold support system.
The limitations of this study are mainly of a methodological nature. It is a major challenge for authors of a literature review to find all the research done in the
field under study. We have tried to come to terms with this problem by using an
extremely meticulous search procedure. For example, we conducted repeated
searches in Nordic and international research databases and supplemented these
with additional searches in a selection of SNE and VET journals. The challenges
involving inclusion or exclusion of studies have been another major concern. Initially, we located 42 studies that seemed to belong to our area of interest but on
closer examination, 22 of these did not meet our selection criteria. For example,
studies focusing on dropout from education, but lacking a clear focus on SNE
were excluded. Keeping in mind the difficulty of clearly defining the field of
SNE, our strict selection criteria led to exclusion of certain articles, which could
have broadened the scope of SNE in VET.

Further research
Our results show that there are many areas for further research. The present
study points to a lack of research on the policy level. We find the topic interesting
and one area for further research might be a review of the Nordic countries’ reforms in VET and the implications for SNE. Other possible research areas might
be VET teachers’ knowledge of SEN and SNE and their descriptions of how they
implement this knowledge in the classroom, and what kind of support VET students receive in the school practice. Comparative studies on SNE in VET might
contribute to the development of VET in the Nordic countries.
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