
Nordic Journal of Vocational Education and Training, 2022 

 
 

 

NJVET, Vol. 12, No. 1, 76–102 https://doi.org/10.3384/njvet.2242-458X.2212176 
 

 

 
Peer-reviewed article 

Hosted by Linköping University Electronic Press 

 
 

© The authors 
 

Important and achieved competence for 
Swedish vocational teachers:  

A survey with teachers and principals 
Sofia Antera, Marianne Teräs,  

Staffan Nilsson & Helena Rehn 
Stockholm University, Sweden (sofia.antera@edu.su.se)  

Abstract 
Vocational teachers have a key role in the professional growth of vocational students, 
making their competence an important factor in the quality of VET. This study explores 
how principals and vocational teachers identify important and achieved competencies 
in relation to vocational teachers’ work. The data was collected through an online ques-
tionnaire, centred in two types of competence, competence important for teachers (im-
portant competence) and competence they consider they have already developed 
(achieved competence). For each type, a set of 27 competencies was evaluated on a Lik-
ert-scale by 370 participants, including both teachers and principals. The statistical anal-
ysis was primarily descriptive. The findings indicated that good communication with 
students, assessment of students’ knowledge, skills and abilities, and creating conditions 
for learning, are the three most important and achieved competencies in VET teachers’ 
work. On the contrary, previous teaching experience, working experience with adults 
and migrants, and the competence related to recruitment of students and marketing of 
the school, were seen as the least important and achieved ones. Different actors, meaning 
principals and teachers, reached an agreement on these findings. Future research should 
look into the reasons behind the selection of specific competence as important and the 
processes of competence development.        
 
Keywords: vocational teachers, competence, quantitative research, Sweden, teaching 
competence 
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Introduction 
Modern workplaces change with unprecedented speed, bringing new challenges 
for vocational education and training (VET). With VET given the duty of prepar-
ing skilled workers and high-level expertise, today’s vocational teachers have a 
crucial role to play in the professional growth of future workers (Asghari, 2018; 
Mårtensson et al., 2019; Wenström et al., 2018). In 2018, 48.4% of the students in 
upper secondary education in Europe (EU-27) learned a considerable part of their 
vocational competence by attending a vocational programme and with the sup-
port of vocational teachers (Eurostat, 2020). Nevertheless, the status of vocational 
teachers is influenced by the low status of VET (Cedefop, 2020), harming the im-
age of vocational teachers and lowering the attraction of potential teachers to the 
profession (Grollman, 2009).  

In Sweden, new competencies have also become relevant in the education 
arena of vocational teachers, which consists of public and private schools that 
work under the general New Public Management (NPM) approach. Alexiadou 
and Lundahl (2016) pointed out that the work of principals has become that of a 
business leader including planning, evaluation and budgeting and the school has 
adopted business characteristics in its function. Under this new organisation, 
schools have to compete over student recruitment, introducing client relation-
ships between teachers and their students (Evetts, 2014). In addition to these de-
mands, the growing importance of vocational teachers to have connections with 
the industry, in order to keep their knowledge updated has been stressed (An-
dersson & Köpsén, 2019; Confederation of Swedish Enterprise [CSE], 2020; 
Mårtensson et al., 2019).  

The change in competence demands is accompanied by the ageing profile of 
vocational teachers. The issue of vocational teachers’ shortage in Sweden is ex-
pected to increase in the coming decades. To reach the demand of the profession 
by 2031, 1130 teachers should be trained per year. At the same time, vocational 
teacher training does not attract those numbers of students, with the number of 
study places exceeding the number of graduates during the academic years 
14/15–16/17 (CSE, 2020; National Agency of Education [NAE], 2014; NAE, 
ReferNet Sweden, 2019). Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that the shortage 
is not equally distributed; the Electricity and energy and the Industrial technology 
are programmes identified with the bigger teacher shortage (Asghari & Berg-
lund, 2020). Hence, the challenge is not only to attract potential vocational teach-
ers, but that they should also have a specific vocational profile. 

Due to this shortage, the profession of vocational teachers in Sweden has be-
come less regulated leaving the school principals with the responsibility of de-
ciding if a teacher is competent, when there is a lack of qualified candidates. In 
this context of NPM, fewer vocational teachers joining the profession combined 
with the fact that some of them are unqualified in the teaching profession creates 
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a gap in the education process that is filled by individuals, whose teaching com-
petence remains unknown (NAE, 2020e). 

Improving the standing of vocational teachers can increase both the image and 
the quality of VET (Grollman, 2009). However, since teachers’ competence is not 
always developed in formal learning settings, there is a need to explore it further, 
whether is gained through institutionalised education or workplace learning. 
This study explores vocational teacher competence, aiming not only at teaching 
competence, but also at vocational and general competence, as well as compe-
tence connected to the workplace and the teachers’ task in building partnerships 
with industry (Manley & Zinser, 2012; Sartori et al., 2015). 

Aims and research questions 
The overall aim of the study is to describe and explore how principals and voca-
tional teachers perceive the competence/s of vocational teachers. Specifically, the 
study seeks to compare how teachers and principals identify important and 
achieved competencies in relation to the challenges encountered at the work-
place. The research questions are the following:  

• What do vocational teachers and principals identify as important and 
achieved competence for vocational teachers? 

• How do vocational teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of important and 
achieved competence differ? 

• What challenges do vocational teachers identify in their work? 
 
Aiming for clarity, some core concepts need to be explained at this point. Voca-
tional teachers refers to teachers employed to teach vocational subjects. In the pre-
sent study the level is upper secondary and adult education. Workplace in this 
study refers to the workplace of the vocational teachers. Therefore, workplace is 
any education institution that vocational teachers are employed in. Finally, com-
petence has a developmental, situated and dynamic nature (Antera, 2021). It en-
tails knowledge, skills, attitudes and values and it address the individual’s ca-
pacity to actualise a specific activity in a given situation and context. Competency 
is a smaller part of a generic competence, and it refers to an ability to perform a 
very specific task (Mulder, 2014). 

Swedish vocational teachers 
In 2019/20, 6,750 vocational teachers were employed in upper secondary educa-
tion in Sweden. In addition, 1,121 were part of adult education (NAE, 2020a, 
2020c). For upper secondary education the amount of qualified vocational teach-
ers reached 57.1% (NAE, 2020a), whereas for adult education, the respective per-
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centage was 66.7% (NAE, 2020c). The population of vocational teachers em-
ployed in upper secondary level is described as older than general subject teach-
ers, with a higher percentage of part time employment and higher dropout rates. 
Moreover, vocational teachers begin working in education at an average age of 
40, while the average age for vocational teachers is 49 (NAE, 2014). A number of 
teacher positions are also filled with qualified vocational teachers, who still might 
teach courses that are not within the vocational subjects they are formally quali-
fied for.  

Despite the relative high percentages of non-qualified teachers, vocational 
teacher training is offered by ten higher education institutions in Sweden1. The 
programme consists of 90 ECTS (60 ECTS in courses and 30 ECTS in work place-
ment). The entry requirements include validation of vocational skills and previ-
ous working experience. Each case is evaluated independently, as there is a wide 
variation of qualifications as well as many differences between different occupa-
tions (Asghari & Berglund, 2020; Stockholm University, 2020b). 

Due to the increasing shortage of vocational teachers qualified in teaching, in-
dividuals are allowed to become employed in vocational subjects, as long as there 
is no other applicant qualified for the position and the non-qualified applicant is 
judged as competent and suitable by the employer (NAE, 2020e). This category 
of vocational teachers has the possibility of becoming qualified in teaching by 
reading a shortened vocational teacher education of 60 ECTS, since they are cred-
ited with 30 ECTS through their professional experience as teachers.  

Vocational teacher training programmes provided by universities offer no spe-
cialisation in any course. They instead teach the general approach in relation to 
the profession of teaching and more specifically vocational teaching (Asghari & 
Berglund, 2020). The exception is Stockholm University which offers two tracks 
in the vocational teacher training, one for health care professionals and one for 
the rest. Most of the programmes are offered part-time and distance, allowing 
many of the students to work and study in parallel (CSE, 2020). 

Vocational teachers’ competence in previous research 
Previous research on vocational teachers’ competence has focused on several 
themes, including pedagogical and didactical competence (Tutlys et al., 2019), 
digital skills (Harju et al., 2020), subject knowledge and subject pedagogy 
(Raudasoja & Kaitala, 2019) and finally the continuous professional development 
of vocational teachers, discussed by Bound (2011) and Andersson et al. (2018). 
Teräs et al. (2019) investigated a set of skills as perceived by vocational student 
teachers at Stockholm University, and found that the skill of global connections 
was the least appreciated as well as the least applied skill in teaching. 
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Fejes and Köpsén (2014) discussed identity formation for vocational teachers, 
stressing the lack of strict requirements for vocational teacher training, and high-
lighting how this affects their preparedness to teach. Their semi-structured inter-
views drew the attention to the formation of identities through boundary cross-
ing, from the prior occupation’s community of practice, to the teaching occupa-
tion community of practice. Findings, including that many vocational teachers 
do not have up-to-date vocational identities, supported that teachers who can 
balance their participation in both communities tend to be more prepared for 
teaching. Köpsén and Andersson (2018) delved deeper into the boundary cross-
ing processes of vocational teachers, showing how such activities enable their 
continuing professional development and support their development. Finally, 
Asghari (2018) pointed out a relationship between the professional competence 
that vocational teachers develop themselves and their expectations for compe-
tence development from their students, highlighting the crucial role teachers 
have in the learning process.  

Approaching vocational teachers’ work through boundary crossing between 
school and workplace, vocational teachers have a double identity, being both 
craftsmen and teachers (Fejes & Köpsén, 2014; Nylund & Gudmundson, 2017). 
Nylund and Gudmundson (2017) have shown that vocational teachers usually 
identify more either with their teacher or their craftsman identity, with this iden-
tification having an impact on what is regarded as important knowledge for 
them. In other words, the teacher prioritises teaching competence as important 
part of the work, whereas the craftsman sets more emphasis on the occupation 
related competence and the vocational knowledge and culture. Focusing on vo-
cational teachers’ relational work with work-based learning for students, 
Mårtensson et al. (2019) revealed the three roles of vocational teachers while co-
ordinating the process. Whether they perform their role as recruiters, matchmakers 
or firefighters, vocational teachers should have a good relationship and a produc-
tive integration with students to deliver quality apprenticeship planning.  

This need for constantly updated vocational knowledge combined with teach-
ing skills, and awareness of several aspects of the industry currency is pointed 
out as important by international research as well. Manley and Zinser’s study 
(2012, p. 496) concluded that ‘keep up-to-date professionally; provide for student 
safety; assess student performance and skills; evaluate instructional effective-
ness; and direct students in applying problem-solving techniques’ are the most 
important competencies for vocational teachers in the United States. Placing the 
focus on viewing what competencies teachers consider important in their work, 
Sartori, Tacconi and Caputo (2015) addressed the training needs of vocational 
teachers in Veneto, Italy. The findings indicated that teachers already had the 
necessary skills to perform their work, as the ratings on self-assessment were 
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higher than importance. Nevertheless, during focus groups, the teachers de-
clared lack of skills and need for further development, expressing a preference 
for short courses, which would be tailored to their needs. 

The principal’s role 
The Education Act (Swedish Parliament, 2010) introduced a teacher certification, 
adding a required tertiary teaching degree, and regulating the content and edu-
cational level the teacher was qualified to teach. A teacher certification became a 
requirement for employment in the education field introducing formal qualifica-
tions for those involved in teaching activities. The certification process is con-
ducted by the National Agency for Education.  

Nevertheless, because of the lack of qualified teachers, VET teachers are ex-
empted from the requirements by law. If a non-qualified or non-certified VET 
teacher is or becomes permanently employed, as an exception, he or she is ex-
empt from the requirements and is allowed to both teach and assess the students. 
This alternation of the legislation gives principals considerable authority over se-
lecting competent teachers. The responsibility of reassuring quality is moved 
from a certification process, with formal knowledge validation, to the individual 
judgement of principals. In that sense, their opinion seems to have a role to play 
in the competence profile of vocational teachers. Moving the dependency of civil 
servants from the common professional standards to local management has been 
discussed as deprofessionalization of civil servants as resulted from NPM (Jarl et 
al., 2012). 

School principals in Sweden are required to have an academic education. This 
education is not necessarily within the field of pedagogy. However, 87% of school 
principals hold a university degree in pedagogy (NAE, 2021b). School principals 
are responsible for ensuring the overall students achievement, involving parents 
and the local community in the school life, but also reassuring quality teaching 
(Norberg, 2019). Principals’ responsibilities include primarily budgeting, plan-
ning and managing the school personnel (Swedish Confederation of Professional 
Associations [SACO], 2021). Their overall role is both of a manager and a leader 
of an education institution.   

In NAE’s report (2014), principals were surveyed with regards to the criteria 
they use when employing vocational teachers. The results have shown that teach-
ing competence is not prioritised. However, the focus is on vocational knowledge 
and previous working experience on the subject the vocational teachers would 
teach. Remaining connections with the working life is the next most important 
competence, according to the report, considered to be absolutely necessary as the 
first one too. Vocational teacher training and experience of working with young 
people is generally considered less necessary, and thus not a requirement for re-
cruitment. Antera’s research (2020) on municipal and popular adult education 
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supports these findings, with vocational knowledge and experience coming first, 
followed by teamwork and then teaching experience or competence.  

Therefore, it seems that the low amount of qualified teachers is not seen as the 
biggest supply issue from the principals’ perspective, who appear to focus on 
competence like occupational experience and labour market contact (NAE, 2014). 

Methods 
Adopting a quantitative approach, this study aims to identify important and 
achieved competence for vocational teachers. The literature and the collection of 
statistical information about vocational teachers’ competence in Sweden is lim-
ited (Fejes & Köpsén, 2014) and fragmented, leaving a gap, and hindering the 
drawing of the competence profile for Swedish vocational teachers. While some 
information can be found about secondary vocational teachers, for those who 
work in adult vocational education the picture is even more blurry. A quantita-
tive approach aspires to bring the bigger picture forward drawing the compe-
tence profile of vocational teachers in Sweden, not as a definite result, but as a 
starting point for further exploration.  

The research design is cross-sectional, collecting data in large amounts from 
teachers and principals through an online questionnaire (Cohen et al., 2011). The 
study design incorporates some comparable aspects, as well as both the items 
and the groups in the sample population are selected to allow comparisons, be-
tween and within subjects (Field, 2009). This research design can facilitate more 
than descriptive analysis, offering multiple perspectives in approaching voca-
tional teachers’ competence and allowing some inferences that can act as indica-
tions for further research. 

The sample 
During the design phase of the study, there was an effort to estimate the amount 
of vocational schools and teachers that exist in Sweden (power analysis for sam-
ple size) (Cohen, 1988). Vocational programmes are offered in schools where gen-
eral education is offered. Unfortunately, the statistics available regarding VET 
were not separated from the statistics for general education; hence the ability to 
identify the exact number of vocational schools and their contact details was lim-
ited (NAE, 2020d).  

The sample was selected through stratification, aiming to improving precision 
(Salkind, 2010). The strata included upper secondary and adult education 
schools, as both offer upper secondary VET courses. All the secondary schools 
that had more than ten vocational students in 2019/20 were contacted (759). All 
schools in adult education (390) were contacted, since it was not possible to know 
which ones of them offer vocational education. The database with the school in-
formation and contact details was provided by NAE (2020d). 
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The researcher team decided to reach teachers through contacting their 
schools, as that would offer the possibility of a more randomised sample. On the 
contrary, channels where teachers are active, like social media or unions, would 
have influenced the quality of the data towards specific directions. An infor-
mation email with link to the questionnaire was sent to the general school ad-
dress, requesting that the email should reach the principal. The email included a 
survey that was to be filled in by principals and be forwarded to teachers.  

The email addresses of many schools were not updated and there is a possi-
bility that the questionnaire has not reached all the recipients. The survey was 
open from 08/10/2020 until 27/10/2020 and received 370 answers. One re-
minder was sent in 18/10/2020. 

The sample for this study consisted of 370 people, 280 vocational teachers and 
90 school principals. The participants’ age ranged from 26 to 74 with a mean of 
49.7 years of age (SD=9.9). 33% of the sample had graduated from higher voca-
tional education (Yrkeshögskola) and the largest percentage of them were quali-
fied teachers, with 31.4% for teachers and 20% for principals lacking teacher 
training. Their occupational experience ranged from 0 to 40 years with a mean of 
16.8 (SD=9) and their teaching experience reached a mean of 10.3 years (SD=8.1). 
Nearly 70% of the participants had a fixed contract and worked full time, with 
268 of them employed in upper secondary and the rest in adult education. 

Regarding the sample group of school principals (90), 87.8% have worked as 
teachers, while 80% hold a teaching degree. Moreover, 91.1% have attended or 
currently undergoing the principals training programme, whereas 10% have re-
ported that their higher level of education is vocational training. 

Regarding the schools’ profile, they were located all over Sweden, with a 
higher representation of Region Västra Götaland, Eskilstuna, Stockholm, Malmö, 
Linköping and Sunne. Upper secondary schools had the highest representation 
with regards to school type, which is expected as there are more upper secondary 
schools than adult education centres. Finally, 71.1% of the schools were public, 
while the rest were publicly funded private schools (friskolor). 

Representativeness of the sample 
The sample was selected through stratification. The strata included upper sec-
ondary and adult education. After those strata were selected, all schools with po-
tential participants were contacted.  

The information presented on the vocational teacher population has been cal-
culated by the first author based on the statistics by the NAE (2020a, 2020b, 
2020c). These statistics present demographic details on teachers separately for 
upper secondary and adult education. In addition, the teachers are categorised 
as to the subject they teach. From this detail, their distinction from general edu-
cation teachers becomes feasible.   
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With reference to the strata, 24.5% of the teachers working in upper secondary 
education are vocational teachers, while for adult education this percentage is 
25.5% (NAE, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). Vocational teachers are also employed in 
higher vocational education institutions and folk high schools, but they were not 
targeted in this study.  

 
Table 1. Gender representation in population and in the sample (n=370). 
 

School type Population Sample 
 Women Men Women Men 
High schools 37.6% 62.4% 42.3% 57.1% 
Adult education centres 68% 32% 71.4% 26.9% 

 
For upper secondary and adult education the gender representation in vocational 
teachers is 57.8% men and 42.2% women (NAE, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). In the sam-
ple of this study 49.3% are men, while 50% are women. The Chi-square test of 
significance, χ2 (1) =15.2, p=0.00, has shown statically significant difference, 
meaning that women are represented in the study slightly more than in general 
population (Table 1). Finally, the questionnaire allowed the option of other in the 
gender question, which explains the missing percentages in the sample column. 
 
Table 2. Vocational programme representation in population and in the sample (n=280). 
 

Vocational training programme Percentage in 
population 

Percentage 
in sample 

Children and reaction 9 10.7 
Building and construction 11 11.8 
Electricity and energy 11 6.4 
Vehicle and transport  12 11.1 
Business and administration 7 8.6 
Handicraft programme 6 3.9 
Hotel and tourism  2 1.8 
Industrial technology  7 7.5 
Agriculture (Natural resource use programme) 10 11.1 
Restaurant management and food programme  7 5.4 
HVAC and property maintenance programme 3 2.1 
Health and social care  15 19.6 
Total 100 100 

 
Regarding the representativeness of different vocational programmes in the sam-
ple, table 2 summarises the percentage of teachers for different vocational pro-
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grammes in upper secondary and adult education, and the respective percent-
ages in the sample. According to Chi-square test of significance, χ2 (11) =15.7, 
p=0.150, the representation of the vocational programmes in the sample is not 
significantly different than the population.  

Regarding the representation of teachers without teacher training (pedagogisk 
högskoleexamen), they constitute 43.4% of the vocational teachers at upper sec-
ondary schools and 33.3% at adult education schools (NAE, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). 
The respective percentages in the sample are 31.9% (χ2 (1) =11.1, p=0.001) and 
28.5% (χ2 (1) = 0.643, p=0.423).  

In conclusion, although having a clear picture of the original population is 
very difficult due to the lack of statistics focusing only on vocational teachers, the 
sample synthesis seems to resemble the population to a high extent. Its size, how-
ever, remains relatively small. 

The instrument 
The study is inspired from integrated occupationalism, which is based on ‘no-
tions of holistic, generic and integrated sets of knowledge, skills and attitudes, 
which are needed in occupational roles and situations’ (Mulder, 2014, p. 129). 
More specifically, for the instrument construction, four competence domains 
were considered namely pedagogical (teaching competence), substantive (occu-
pational competence), organisational (administration and school life compe-
tence) and developmental domain (lifelong learning) as developed in Sartori et 
al. (2015). These overarching aspects of teachers’ competence have been opera-
tionalised according to previous research studies (Government Offices of Swe-
den [GOS], 2008; Manley & Zinser, 2012; Sartori et al., 2015). Content wise items 
overlap in the way they represent the four competence areas. Previous frame-
works lacked items regarding special students groups, which are key aspects in 
the Swedish VET (students with special needs, adults and migrants). Supposing 
that teachers might have relevant experience, which is not certified, the word ex-
perience was used instead of terms denoting ability, to not discourage reporting 
competence not fully developed or certified. This questionnaire collected infor-
mation regarding: 

• Demographics (age, gender, working experience, educational background 
etc.), 

• questions regarding teachers’ competence considered important for the 
job, and competence considered as achieved or developed, 

• questions about challenges in the teaching practice, 
• and finally, some additional questions regarding COVID 19.  

 
The questions regarding COVID 19 were added in an effort to collect information 
that can be related to the sudden emergence of the pandemic. However, relevant 
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results are not reported in this article. The questionnaire was in Swedish and was 
distributed in digital form. 

The demographic data was collected with aim to draw the profile of the cur-
rent vocational teachers. The main idea behind the questionnaire, though, is cen-
tred in the two set of questions about competence important for teachers and 
competence they have already developed (achieved competence). This allowed 
comparisons between important and achieved competence.  

A set of 27 items was prepared, originally in English and then translated into 
Swedish. The participants assessed the items, from 1 to 7, as to what degree they 
see them as important (importance scale) to their job and to what degree they 
have developed them (achievement scale). Vocational teachers assessed them re-
ferring to themselves, while principals assessed them referring to teachers. Fi-
nally, the questionnaire for principals did not include a question on challenges 
during teaching. 

With regards to challenges, they were rated in a scale of 1 to 7, with 7 meaning 
that the challenge affects teachers’ job to the highest extent possible. The scale 
was labelled as 1 the challenge affects me to some extent, 4 to a relatively large 
extent and 7 to a very large extent. 

The form of the questions included three Likert-scale questions and one rank-
ing question, three open-ended questions, and demographic questions (open and 
closed ended). 

Reliability and construct validity 
In order to understand and grasp the concept of competence, the first author per-
formed a systematic literature review focusing on the professional competence 
of vocational teachers (Antera, 2021). The instrument was inspired by interna-
tional studies (Manley & Zinser, 2012, Sartori et al., 2015), which had previously 
operationalised the concept of competence, and more specifically competencies 
for vocational teachers. However, changes were made to be fit for the Swedish 
context. These changes were informed by the literature and by reports on Swe-
dish vocational teachers (CSE, 2020; NAE, 2014). In addition, the final version of 
the instrument was evaluated and agreed upon by the research team members.  

The Swedish questionnaire was piloted with 14 student teachers attending the 
programme for vocational teacher training at Stockholm University. Cronbach’s 
alpha for the 27-item scale of importance and the 27-item scale of achievement 
were 0.953 and 0.927 respectively. The challenge scale consisted of 30 items, with 
α=0.915. 

Analysis  
For the analysis the researchers employed mostly descriptive statistics in SPSS 
(Statistical Package for Social Sciences). Nevertheless, the data was mostly 
skewed and non-parametric tests has been used. The Friedman test was used to 
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calculate mean ranks, based on which competence items and challenges were 
ranked. Friedman’s test ranks all the values given by the same subject for differ-
ent items (e.g. 27-item scale of importance). The values are then replaced by ranks 
with rank 1 being attributed to the lowest value. The mean of the ranks for each 
item is then calculated. 

The Mann Whitney test was used to compare two independent samples (e.g. 
females–males, teachers–principals), while Kruskal Wallis was applied for many 
independent samples (e.g. vocational programmes). Finally, the Wilcoxon signed 
rank test supported the comparison of two related samples, important and 
achieved competence (Field, 2009). 

Ethics 
Research in the field of vocational teachers is very limited (Fejes & Köpsén, 2014). 
Vocational teachers seems to have been denied a voice as vocational teachers, 
while they have often been perceived as part of the general teaching population. 
The study recognises vocational teachers as experienced professionals, that can 
answer the question of what the competence demands for their work are better 
than researchers, and therefore sets them in the centre and asks for their opinions. 
A different approach would be to assess the competence of teachers by measur-
ing their performance, through tests or observations. Instead, it is considered 
more beneficial for the teachers themselves to self-reflect and present their com-
petence as they experience it. 

Participation was voluntary both for vocational teachers and school principals. 
All potential participants were informed about the study and its aims in advance. 
The questionnaires were anonymous and the answers confidential. The tool used 
for the survey was Survey and Report, provided by Stockholm University. All 
personal information has been processed according to GDPR regulations (Stock-
holm University, 2020a) and the ethical principles for research in social sciences 
(Swedish Research Council, 2017). 

Findings 
This study aims at describing, firstly, what competencies are perceived as im-
portant to deal with the challenges encountered in the workplace and, secondly, 
what competencies teachers consider themselves to have achieved. In the find-
ings, the important and achieved competence are reported and compared first, 
presented for both teachers and principals, as the statistical differences between 
them are not significant in their majority. The differences identified between 
teachers and principals follow. Finally, the challenges in vocational teachers’ eve-
ryday work are reported. 
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Comparing important and achieved competence 
The ranking of the two scales offers the broader picture of how the participants 
evaluate professional competence. The following table presents the ranking of 
the competencies with reference to their importance and achievement level. The 
ranking is based on the mean ranks of importance (calculated with Friedman’s 
test). Good communication with the students is the competency highest ranked by 
the participants. The item in the questionnaire is quite specific as it mentions 
communication with the students, but in general good communication is an in-
terpersonal/social skill that can be viewed separately from the teaching profes-
sion as well (Langelotz, 2014; Pumphrey & Slater, 2002). 

 
Table 3. Achievement and importance level of competence (n=370). 
 

 Competency Importance Achievement 
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’ learning 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 updated 17.91 15.59 
9 clarifies the evaluation and grading criteria for students 17.86 15.53 
10 collaborate with working life 17.20 16.01 
11 is in agreement with the school’s values and aims 16.60 16.42 
12 has knowledge of the curriculum they teach  16.35 15.88 
13 participates in finding placement positions of quality 15.10 15.18 
14 works continuously with competence development 14.30 12.63 
15 has theoretical-didactical knowledge on teaching 13.70 11.88 
16 is able to use information technology to design and deliver 

learning 
13.54 13.80 

17 has experience working with students with special needs 12.08 12.47 
18 has knowledge of different cultures 11.54 9.75 
19 has teacher training 11.37 14.59 
20 remains updated on pedagogical and teaching methods 10.82 10.41 
21 is able to incorporate aspects of sustainability in learning 10.25 10.23 
22 is willing to become a mentor for new teachers 8.65 12.09 
23 has administrative skills 8.46 11.17 
24 has experience of working with adults 8.06 12.56 
25 has previous teaching experience 7.86 11.48 
26 has experience of working with migrants 6.67 8.71 
27 can work with student recruitment and school marketing  6.14 9.79 
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The second most important competence is the assessment of students’ knowledge, 
skills and abilities. Combined with creating conditions for learning they are among 
the teaching competence of every type of teacher, and their ranking in the top is 
well expected (Kilbrink et al., 2014). Among the last competencies in the ranking, 
there are the previous teaching experience, working experience with adults and mi-
grants and the competency related to recruitment of students and marketing of the 
school. 

An interesting finding is that with regards to student diverse population, ex-
perience of working with students with special needs is ranked higher both by teachers 
and principals, while working with migrant or adult students is ranked very low. 
Statistics show that the percentage of migrant students in VET in upper second-
ary schools is 23% for 2020/21 (students born abroad or born in Sweden with 
both parents born abroad) (NAE, 2021a). It is therefore, not expected that migrant 
related experience is not considered of higher importance.  

A Wilcoxon Signed-ranks Test indicated statistically significant differences be-
tween achievement and importance for all items, with p<0.05. The only exception 
is the one regarding the working experience with migrants, which presents differ-
ences, but not statistically significant. 

Comparing achieved and important competencies, there are two patterns de-
tected. For the competencies that are higher in the ranking, the importance value 
is higher than the value of achievement. Towards the lower positions of the rank-
ing, the achievement values are higher than the importance values, showing that 
teachers report having achieved competence that is not of high importance to 
their job.  

Mann Whitney test (N female=192, N males=175)2 showed that female parti-
cipants rated 18 items as statistically significant higher than male ones with ref-
erence to important competence. They also rated 9 items higher than male par-
ticipants with reference to achieved competence. In all cases, there is a tendency 
from female participants to rate items higher and so, it can be assumed that they 
are either more confident or consider themselves more competent.  

Comparing upper secondary and adult education schools, the statistical sig-
nificant differences from Kruskal Wallis3 test, p<0.05 detected refer to the follow-
ing items: 

• use of information technology to design and deliver learning, working experience 
with adults and migrants, updated on pedagogical and teaching methods, teacher 
training (from important competence) 

• knowledge of different cultures, working experience with adults and migrants 
(from achieved competence) 

 
All items are ranked higher by teachers and principals in adult education, which 
can be explained by the profile of the students they attract and the higher per-
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centage of distant learning. Finally, regarding age and preference or develop-
ment of competence, no statistically significant relationship was found (R2 varied 
from 0.01 to 0.024). 

Comparing teachers and principals 
Comparing the two groups there are significant differences concerning their as-
sessment of the importance of competence. Before moving to the differences, it is 
interesting to refer to the points of agreement. Both teachers and principals have 
reported good communication with students, assessing students’ skills and knowledge, 
and creating conditions for learning as the three most important competencies. Con-
cerning the least important competencies, principals rated the experience of work-
ing with adults last, a little bit higher than the experience of working with migrants. 
Working with recruitment and school marketing was ranked three positions before 
the end. Finally, both teachers and principals placed previous teaching experience 
very low in the importance scale with very little and non-statistical significance 
difference between them.  

From the above-mentioned competencies, the statistical analysis shows signif-
icant differences between principals and teachers only for the experience of working 
with adults and working with recruitment and school marketing. The Mann Whitney 
Test indicated that the principals’ mean ranking was higher than the teachers’ 
with regards to recruitment and school marketing (mean rank principals=205, mean 
rank teachers=179, p< 0.05), while for experience of working with adults, teach-
ers considered it more important (mean rank teachers=193, mean rank princi-
pals=162, p< 0.05). 

Concerning points of disagreement, principals rated the items working with re-
cruitment and school marketing, be in agreement with the school’s values and goals, 
knowledge of the curricula higher than teachers. The difference was statistically sig-
nificant (p< 0.05) and meaningful, since all these competencies are related to the 
working life and the function of the school; hence the fact that principals consider 
them more important is expected. 

Challenges 
Data on challenges in the teaching profession were collected only by teachers on 
a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 labelled as the challenge affects me to some extent, 4 to a 
relatively large extent and 7 to a very large extent. 

The challenges that affected teachers’ work (Table 4) to the highest extent were 
students that need extra support, limited budget for competence development 
and high workload. These were followed by poorly motivated students and ad-
ministrative work. 
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Table 4. Mean ranks of challenges (n=280). 
 

 Challenge Mean 
Rank 

1 students who require extra support in teaching 24.16 
2 limited budget for competence development 19.90 
3 high workload (poor balance between work and leisure) 19.81 
4 poorly motivated students 19.75 
5 administrative work 18.18 
6 being a victim of one’s sense of duty 17.90 
7 individualised teaching 17.87 
8 finding placement positions with guaranteed quality 17.72 
9 lack of support in dealing with students with special 

educational needs 
17.18 

10 keeping professional knowledge up to date 
(within the basic profession) 

16.80 

11 communication with placement environment for students 16.68 
12 teach students critical thinking 16.65 
13 language problems (students with weak Swedish) 16.50 
14 digitisation of teaching 15.16 
15 complex teaching content 14.99 
16 heterogeneous student groups 14.48 
17 low status of vocational training and teachers 

(e.g., low pay, low social recognition) 
14.42 

18 lack of support from school management 14.40 
19 recurring curriculum reforms 14.26 
20 management’s demand for students’ rapid knowledge 

acquisition instead of deep learning 
13.99 

21 classroom management 13.99 
22 developing teaching on sustainable development 13.84 
23 lack of support from students’ families 13.69 
24 relationship with colleagues 13.36 
25 prevention of discrimination and other abusive treatment 

in the school 
12.43 

26 fear of being judged as a bad teacher 12.25 
27 balance between the professional identity and 

the teacher identity 
11.57 

28 lack of order in school (including bullying) 11.27 
29 students drop outs 11.18 
30 not having enough freedom at work 10.62 
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Concerning gender, Mann Whitney test between female (N=141) and male 
(N=137)  participants was performed with regards to challenges, showing differ-
ences on students who need extra support (U = 778, p < 0.05), finding placement posi-
tions with guaranteed quality (U= 110, p < 0.05), fear to be seen as a bad teacher (U = 
817, p < 0.05), administrative work (U=111, p < 0.05), individualised teaching (U= 832, 
p < 0.05) and lack of support from students families (U= 121, p < 0.05). Women eval-
uated students who need extra support, fear to be seen as a bad teacher and individual-
ised teaching higher, meaning they affect them more in their work. Men rated 
higher the rest of the items mentioned above. 

Discussion 
The study aims at describing and exploring competencies that vocational teach-
ers and principals perceived as important and achieved in relation to the chal-
lenges encountered at the workplace. The results indicate an agreement between 
teachers and principals on the most and least important competencies. The for-
mer were good communication with students, assessing students’ skills and knowledge, 
and creating conditions for learning and the latter were previous teaching experience, 
working experience with adults and migrants and the competency related to recruit-
ment of students and marketing of the school respectively.  

Good communication with the students is approached as the most important and 
the most developed competence for vocational teachers in Sweden. Teachers per-
ceived it as vital and, hence, worked towards its development. Communication 
is considered a generic competence (Pumphrey & Slater, 2002), since it does not 
relate solely to the teaching profession (Langelotz, 2014), but to a number of other 
jobs and everyday activities. This competency ranked as the second most im-
portant in the study of Sartori et al. (2015), hence high in the ranking of im-
portance. Mårtensson et al. (2019, pp. 92–93) state that ‘the ability to build rela-
tionships with students is vital for all categories of teacher’, as these relationships 
have a key role in learning. Hence, through teacher-student communication and 
interaction, the teacher can construct solid knowledge about the student (Köpsén, 
2014), which is necessary for the teacher’s role as the coordinator of the student’s 
work-based learning process (Mårtensson et al., 2019). The question raised about 
good communication is: How is it acquired? It can be assumed that since this type 
of communication is targeted to students, it can only be developed through 
longer working experience, when teachers interact with students. Nevertheless, 
the item of previous teaching experience came very low in the ranking, among the 
five least important competencies, leading to contrasting findings. In that case, 
processes of boundaries crossing provide a potential explanation, with teachers 
bringing in the teaching profession communication and/or interpersonal compe-
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tence developed in the previous job or in another setting. In any case, the boost-
ing of communication and interpersonal competence should be further sup-
ported by pre- and in-service teacher training. 

Interesting is the low rating of working with migrant and adult students. While 
the case of adults can be explained by the low representation of adult education 
centres in the sample, statistics on migrant students show that in VET, they con-
stitute 23% of upper secondary students (NAE, 2021a) and 55% of adults attend-
ing upper secondary vocational courses (NAE, 2019). This percentages refers 
only to those born outside Sweden (NAE, 2020e), meaning that second genera-
tion migrants are not included. Nevertheless, the respondents rated knowledge of 
different cultures as of medium importance. Knowledge of different cultures can 
be seen as a competence preparing teachers to work with migrants. In that case 
the knowledge is more important than the experience. At the same time how is 
this knowledge to be achieved if not through experience, since experience can 
expose the teachers to students with different cultures (often migrant students)? 
An alternative explanation is that while migrant students are part of the student 
population, the teachers do not consider it a factor of differentiating their teach-
ing. 

In addition, Teräs et al. (2019) reported that the skill of global connections was 
the least developed in Swedish vocational teacher training and the least applied 
in teaching. Connecting this underdevelopment to the general identification of 
lack of intercultural and multicultural competence in teachers (Dervin et al., 2020; 
Lehman 2017; Teräs & Lasonen, 2013), this study’s findings confirm previous re-
search. Nevertheless, the high percentage of migrant students, indicates an ur-
gent need to reconsider the enhancement of all competencies related to multicul-
turalism. 

Keeping up to date vocational knowledge and having connections with their 
previous occupational environment seems to be among the important competen-
cies based on previous studies (CSE, 2020; GOS, 2008; Manley & Zinser, 2012; 
Mårtensson et al., 2019; Tapani & Salonen, 2019). Fejes and Köpsén (2014) 
stressed the importance of maintaining participation in different occupational 
communities of practice as a way to enhance preparedness for teaching voca-
tional subjects. The importance of this connection is stressed by actors with dif-
ferent perspectives, like the NAE and the CSE (2020). Nevertheless, in Sweden, 
the professional development of teachers is not regulated regarding the content 
and it is limited with reference to the initial occupation (Andersson et al., 2018; 
Fejes & Köpsén, 2014). It often happens on teachers’ own initiative, especially 
with reference to their vocational knowledge and skills (Andersson & Köpsén, 
2019). The limited budget for professional development, reported as the second 
bigger challenge by vocational teachers in this study, indicates that the conditions 
under which professional development occurs are blurry. As Vähäsantanen et al. 
(2009) suggest, individual learning initiatives should not take place outside 
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working hours, and should be reinforced with resources to avoid the risk of per-
sonal contributions. Expecting vocational teachers to maintain up to date compe-
tence in two professions simultaneously is a demanding request that needs to be 
supported by all the actors included in VET (Köpsén & Andersson, 2017).   

Teacher training has a relatively low position in the ranking and previous teach-
ing experience is placed even lower. Formal teaching qualifications in that case are 
not prioritised, even if they are included in the formal requirements for employ-
ment. The NAE has shown a tendency to make qualifications obligatory, with 
aim to quality assurance (Cedefop, 2020). At the same time, the reform of 2011 
emphasised work-based learning and employability, demanding from voca-
tional teachers to maintain their vocational identity updated (Ministry of Educa-
tion, 2009). Köpsén and Andersson (2017) claimed that although the policy aimed 
to enhance the quality of VET, formal teaching qualifications and teaching com-
petence were viewed as complementary. In addition, they stated that ‘the current 
policy of vocational education primarily emphasises the teachers’ vocational 
competence’ (Köpsén & Andersson, 2017, p. 70).  

This policy seems to bring contradicting outcomes. The actual players of the 
education game, teachers and principals, seem to not perceive teacher training 
and, thus, formal qualifications as important as other competence. This can lead 
to conclusions as for the way competence is developed, and the idea that compe-
tence acquired through teacher training is either not sufficient, not relevant or it 
can be developed in the workplace. The reasons for the perceived low importance 
of formal competence should be further explored with a qualitative approach 
that would allow more depth.  

Finally, comparing important and acquired competence, it seems like there is 
a variation between the need for improvement among different competencies. 
Competencies higher in the ranking present importance values higher than 
achievement values, meaning that there is a need for further development. Com-
petencies in lower positions, however, have the opposite results with achieve-
ment values higher than the importance values. A possible explanation to this 
variation is that teachers obtain competencies not crucial for their job. Neverthe-
less, since these competencies are developed, it can be assumed that relevant 
tasks constitute part of teachers’ everyday working life, but they are not so im-
portant. That is confirmed by the findings from challenges, where administrative 
work is reported as the sixth challenge influencing teachers’ work. The statisti-
cally significant difference between important and achieved competence also 
raises questions about the role of vocational teacher education, and how it sup-
ports teachers in their job.   

In addition, the change of pattern from higher to lower ranked competencies 
indicates that the selection of items was appropriate, as a more uniform pattern 
could be interpreted as a tool problem (Sartori et al., 2015). In any case, as Sartori 
et al. (2015) concluded, trusting only the questionnaire results can be misleading. 
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In their study, the focus group interviews brought up results not in agreement 
with the questionnaire results, indicating the need for triangulation, especially in 
research on needs analysis. 

Although a qualitative element seems to be necessary, in order to understand 
the reasons behind the results from the questionnaire, this quantitative approach 
has offered the possibility of attracting teachers’ and principals’ attention to com-
petencies that would otherwise not be aware of. The inclusion of different actors 
has been crucial in avoiding self-perception and self-reported competence, while 
also supporting in identifying the agreement and disagreement areas between 
them with considerable impact in competence development. Additional actors 
whose view can contribute in this discussion are students and employers, as well 
as policy makers and the respective authorities. Clarifying the importance of 
competencies on a larger scale has created the basis for future research. 

Conclusion 
Drawing the broader picture of vocational teachers, this study has shown that 
the communication competence is seen as core in the teaching profession, while 
teacher training and experience with migrant students are not perceived as im-
portant in the context of Sweden. The mapping of competence does not only sup-
port a better understanding of what teachers and principals believe, but can also 
initiate a dialogue within VET actors on where vocational teacher training and 
development should be steered towards. This study can act as a starting point of 
discussion and reflection for both higher education institutions, offering voca-
tional teacher training, and for regional and national policy and decision-making 
regarding recruiting and developing vocational teachers in Sweden. 

Endnotes 
1 Göteborgs universitet, Högskolan Dalarna, Högskolan Kristianstad, Högskolan Väst, 
Karlstads universitet, Linköpings universitet, Linnéuniversitetet, Malmö universitet, 
Stockholms universitet, Umeå universitet 
2 The options other had only three answers that were excluded.  
3 Kruskal Wallis was used instead of Mann Whitney because more than two types of 
schools were included. In the option other 5 schools were labelled as both high schools 
and adult education and 3 cases of schools labelled as both adult education and voca-
tional college. 
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