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Abstract  
The aim of this thesis is to understand how vocations are learned in adult education by exploring 
the vocational identity formation of students in Municipal Adult Education (MAE) in Sweden. By 
analysing interviews of adult students during different stages in their Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) through working life, this study contributes to the fields of adult education and 
VET. The theoretical framework centres on the concept of identity, utilising communities of 
practice, and is nuanced with the concepts of sense of self and vocational habitus, in order to 
analyse both social practices and individual aspects of the students’ vocational identity formation. 

The most standout finding is that VET in adult education can provide something beyond 
forming a vocational identity. In essence, the process of successfully completing an education can 
improve how students perceive themselves as adults, learners, and active members in society. The 
findings also show how the intersection between students’ perceptions of themselves, their 

education, and their vocation create barriers that they must overcome in order to progress in their 
identity formation. Overcoming barriers is an important part of the learning process that is towards 
a vocational identity, however, while some barriers are surpassed, some persist, and some are 
substituted by new ones. 

These processes in turn affect how students identify and dis-identify with educational and 
vocational practices, which in turn influence how they participate in these practices. To the extent 
that students progress in their vocational identity depends on a variety of factors, related to their 
ability to participate in the social practices offered by education, primarily time in school and access 
to workplace-based training. Furthermore, the process of learning a vocation is a complex social 
venture and the findings argue that there is a risk in attributing students’ struggles solely to issues 

pertaining to vocational learning as this may overlook underlying structural challenges faced by 
students.  
 
Keywords: Vocational Identity, Vocational Education and Training, Adult Education, Municipal 
Adult Education, Pedagogy, Educational Sociology 
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Sammanfattning  
Syftet med denna avhandling är att förstå hur yrken lärs i vuxenutbildning genom att utforska 
yrkesidentitetsutvecklingen hos elever inom kommunal vuxenutbildning i Sverige. Genom att 
analysera intervjuer med vuxenstuderande under olika stadier i deras yrkesutbildning och yrkesliv 
bidrar denna studie till områdena för vuxenutbildning och yrkesutbildning. Den teoretiska ramen 
fokuserar på identitet som begrepp och utgår från teori om praktikgemenskap (communities of 
practice) som också breddas med begrepp rörande elevers självuppfattning (sense of self) och 
yrkeshabitus (vocational habitus) för att analysera både sociala praktiker och individuella aspekter 
av studenternas yrkesidentitetsutveckling. 

De mest framträdande resultaten är att deltagande i yrkesutbildning som vuxen kan erbjuda 
något utöver lärandet av en yrkesidentitet. Vuxna yrkeselever som genomgår och klarar en 
utbildning kan också stärkas i hur de ser på sig själva, i hur de uppfattar sig som vuxna, som lärande 
individer eller som aktiva samhällsmedborgare. Resultaten visar också hur samspelet mellan hur 
eleverna uppfattar sig själva, deras utbildning och deras yrke kan skapa barriärer, eller hinder, som 
de måste övervinna för att fortsätta sin identitetsutveckling. Att ta sig förbi barriärer är en viktig 
del av den lärandeprocess som rör sig gentemot en yrkesidentitet men även om eleverna tar sig 
förbi vissa barriärer, kvarstår vissa och andra byts ut. 

Elevernas lärandeprocesser påverkar också hur eleverna identifierar och avidentifierar sig 
med/från olika utbildnings- och yrkespraktiker, vilket i sin tur påverkar hur de aktivt deltar och 
interagerar i dessa praktiker. Hur framgångsrika de väl är i sin yrkesidentitetsutveckling beror därtill 
på olika faktorer kopplade till deras möjlighet att tillhöra de sociala praktiker som erbjuds av 
utbildningen, i förhållande till mängden tid i skolan och tillgång till arbetsplatsförlagd utbildning. 
Därtill kan processen att lära sig ett yrke vara en komplex social resa och resultaten visar på att det 
finns en risk i att tillskriva elevernas utmaningar enbart till frågor som rör yrkeslärande då detta 
kan förbise underliggande strukturella utmaningar som studenterna står inför. 
 
Nyckelord: Yrkesidentitet, Yrkesutbildning, Vuxenutbildning, Komvux, Pedagogik, 
Utbildningssociologi  
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1 – Introduction   
Although questions about one's identity may be elusive and difficult to fully grasp, it remains a 
matter of great significance for many. As children, we were often asked, “What do you want to be 
when you grow up?” This question has become a common conversation starter with the younger 
generation, just as adults frequently ask each other, “What do you do for a living?” as a way of 
breaking the ice. However, one seldom hears adults being asked what they want to become. 
Perhaps there is a societal expectation that adults have already made their choices and are settled 
in their careers, or that once someone has established themselves in a particular career, it is difficult 
or even impossible to change paths. Perhaps it is a sensitive question, as inquiring about what an 
adult wants to become instead of what they do may carry connotations of unfulfilled dreams or 
missed opportunities. Or perhaps we simply know too little about what education can do in 
preparing new paths in life, especially for adults. 

Vocational education and training (VET) is an important pathway for individuals who want to 
develop the skills and knowledge needed for specific vocations (OECD, 2021) and for some, VET 
can serve as a stepping stone into both a professional career and into adult life. This transition is 
not confined to (or limited by) a single defining moment, like the moment of graduation (Tønder 
& Aspøy, 2017). Transitioning into a vocation is more like a complex web of processes, where 
individuals participate in various practices in which they act, interact, and react in different ways—

all of which influence how they identify and disidentify with the different practices. Still, for 
individuals to learn a vocation and form a vocational identity it is essential that they are able to 
choose that identity; that it is not beyond their perceived capabilities (Colley et al., 2003). This also 
becomes a question of choice—they must both have the opportunity and the possibility to choose. 
However, although individuals have diverse backgrounds, distinct individual preferences, 
intentions, and unique life experiences that predispose them to becoming 'suitable' for a particular 
vocation, all of these are valued differently. This can be particularly noticeable in adult education, 
as many adults may have families, mortgages, car loans, or even an entire working life that affects 
their educational participation, for better or for worse. That is why it is crucial to acknowledge that 
the individual circumstances and life conditions of adult learners can significantly differ from those 
of younger people (Lagercrantz All, 2017). Nevertheless, adults must still meet the same 
educational expectations and labour market demands. Also, expectations placed upon students 
affect how (and whether) they perceive themselves to suitable candidates for particular avenues of 
study, or for their (potential) future vocation (Rehn & Eliasson, 2015). For some, this can be a 
challenge, as it may be unclear which educational or vocational ideals they should aim to meet. In 
addition, all adults, in some way, have prior educational experiences, and this affect how they view 
themselves as learners; again for better or for worse (Wojecki, 2007). In turn, students themselves 
also have expectations of what their education should do for them. But what actually happens to 
those adults who choose to study—those who embark on an educational journey hoping to learn 
new knowledge, skills, and identities?  

For those who intend to embark on such a journey in Sweden, Municipal Adult Education 
(MAE) plays a vital role in providing individuals work training but also knowledge needed to 
actively participate in society. MAE is intended to offer a second chance at school, providing 
individuals with opportunities to not only learn new skills, but to switch careers or prepare for 
higher education. MAE is supposed to strengthen students’ positions and broaden their 
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opportunities with education guided by the principles of flexibility and individualisation (SNAE, 
2017) so as to better meet the needs of adults. However, the Swedish school inspectorate, SSI 
(2019), reports that the level of individualisation varies greatly, and that the flexible solutions 
currently being offered are not always good solutions for students, even if flexibility and 
individualisation are offered as a solutions to the quality problems in MAE (Mufic, 2022). Quality 
assurance among VET providers in MAE has been interpreted as making students ready for 
employment (Andersson & Muhrman, 2021) Nevertheless, the idea of participating in adult 
education voluntarily has morphed into something more akin to a requirement (Illeris, 2003). 
Additionally, some students perceive education to be required in terms of being forced by societal 
mechanisms of social control (Dæhlen & Ure, 2009).  

Of the 414,000 MAE students in 2021, 47,000 studied VET (SNAE, 2022a). Yet, despite the 
importance of MAE and VET to both individuals and society, little is known about the experiences 
of those who undergo vocational training within this context. Learning a vocation and developing 
a vocational identity are two processes strongly linked to each other (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
However, what this entails differs from person to person, as different individuals encounter the 
world in different ways based on their experiences of it (Billett, 2017). Developing a vocational 
identity is about interacting with the vocational community, but it is also a question of wanting to 
become part of it (Billett, 2008, 2010; Billett & Somerville, 2004). In this process, individuals also 
face different challenges which, depending on how the process is viewed, can be explained in 
different ways. It may involve various aspects of learning the knowledge and skills required to 
work in the vocation, it may relate to questions about vocational ideals, or the elusive process of 
restructuring one's habitus. In a broad sense, there is research that focus on students’ transitions 
between school and work (e.g. Akkerman & Bakker, 2012; Berner, 2010) or individuals' different 
trajectories (e.g. Dahlgren et al., 2006; Ferm, 2021a), used to describe whether individuals are on 
their way to becoming more (or less) central parts of their vocational community. These processes, 
or various aspects of these processes, are well-studied in relation to adolescents in upper-secondary 
school, for example, with foci directed specifically at VET programmes (see Fjellström, 2017; 
Klope, 2020), different contexts in VET (e.g. Berglund, 2009), or how VET is organised (e.g. 
Kristmansson, 2016). There is research on how identities are staged (Assarsson & Sipos-
Zackrisson, 2005), or on aspects such as gender, ethnicity and class, as in a study by Hägerström 
(2004). However, there are few studies that are directed specifically at VET programmes in MAE 
or at adult students’ vocational identity formation (e.g. Lagercrantz All, 2017). As such, the scope 
of research focusing on how one can learn a vocation as an adult leaves something to be desired, 
especially the lack of studies examining processes of identity formation over time. 

The lack of research in this area highlights a significant knowledge gap regarding comprehensive 
understanding of the experiences, challenges, and opportunities faced by adult learners in VET. In 
particular, there is a lack of research on how students experience processes of vocational identity 
formation in adult education. There is also a lack of research on the interplay between how students 
are affected by education and how changes in their perceptions influence educational participation. 
Through focusing on adult VET students' identity formation, this thesis aspires to fill this gap, 
combining VET, adult learning, and identity formation. Furthermore, understanding the dynamics 
of VET in municipal adult education and the identity formation of adult learners also holds 
significant implications for educational practices, policy, and decision-making in adult education, 
but more importantly, in supporting individuals’ opportunities in their ability to work and operate 
effectively in society.  
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To elaborate, there is a need to understand how identities are shaped in adult education, 
particularly from the point of view of those who actively go through these processes. 
Understanding these aspects and taking them into account, could significantly improve VET 
practices. This is especially the case in adult education in general, and in MAE in particular, as the 
results can help schools develop pedagogical strategies, structures, and support systems better 
tailored to the needs and aspirations of adult learners. A more thorough understanding of how 
adult learners navigate educational pathways and how vocational trajectories are transformed can 
shed light on the potential adult education has in facilitating social mobility. Consequently, as this 
thesis focuses on the experiences and challenges faced by adult learners within MAE, it can 
contribute to understanding barriers to social mobility in this context. This could, in turn, facilitate 
the development of interventions addressing these barriers, paving the way for more inclusive and 
accessible adult education, further strengthening its ability to support students so that they can 
work and be active in society. In a broader perspective, the findings of this thesis can aid policy- 
and decision-makers in developing strategies that support adult learners in their MAE journeys 
whether the findings are related to questions about curricula, allocation of resources, creating 
supportive environments, or other aspect. An important subtext with this thesis is to provide an 
understanding of what happens when students undergo VET, from their own perspectives. 
Focusing on vocational identity offers insights into underlying processes that might otherwise be 
overshadowed when successes and failures are framed in terms of employability or binary 
transitions into (or away from) specific careers. What is at risk of being overlooked are the processes 
that, regardless of vocational outcomes, strengthen and develop students. If these processes are 
disregarded in an increasingly specialised and streamlined educational system directed solely towards 
providing a hireable workforce, other valuable aspects of adult education might be overlooked. 
 
Aim 

The aim of this thesis is to understand how vocations are learned in adult education by exploring 
the vocational identity formation of MAE students. This is done by following them throughout 
different stages in VET and into working life. To achieve this, two groups of students were 
followed and interviewed; assistant nurse (AN) students and floor layer (FL) students, and the data 
has been distilled into four articles exploring the students' identity formation at the beginning and 
the end of their education, as well as one year after graduating. The aims of the thesis are divided 
into the following questions:  
 

1. How do adults' vocational education choices and their intentions in municipal adult 
education studies relate to identity formation? 

2. How do adult VET students at the beginning of their education perceive what it means to 
be an ideal worker within their future vocation? 

3. What does it mean to be a VET student in MAE, and how does the interplay between 
school and working life within MAE affect VET students' identity formation? 

4. How do students’ perceptions of themselves and their potential vocations relate to their 
vocational trajectories throughout their education and beyond? 

 
To analyse the processes related to students’ vocational identity formation, the theories of situated 

learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and communities of practice (CoP) (Wenger, 1998) have served as the 
theoretical baseline in all articles and the thesis as a whole. The CoP perspective has also been 
nuanced with other theoretical concepts to allow for the elaboration and discussion of specific 
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aspects and processes of students’ identity formation. For example, the concepts of subjectivity 
and sense of self        by Billet (2008) and Billett et al. (2010); and that of vocational habitus inspired by 
Colley et al. (2003). 

In addition to addressing the four specific research questions, the articles also serve comparative 
and temporal functions. They are comparative in the sense that differences and similarities between 
the two followed educational programs are discussed, and the temporal aspect is rooted in a classic 
three-act structure with a beginning, a middle, and an end. In some cases, the end could indeed be 
represented by the end of students' education. However, in this thesis, the temporal perspective 
extends beyond this, to one year after the AN students’ graduation.  
 
Structure of the thesis  

The thesis consists of seven chapters. The first chapter is an introduction to the thesis that also 
contains the aim of the thesis and the findings. Chapter two presents background and context; i.e., 
the Swedish educational system and the MAE. The third chapter presents the theoretical 
framework and analytical concepts such as identity, communities of practice (CoP), sense of self, 
and vocational habitus. Chapter four presents the research field of vocational identity formation 
and adult education. The fifth chapter introduces the methodological approach of the thesis, 
including design and methodological considerations. Chapter six provides the findings of the 
thesis, summarising the findings from the four articles. The seventh and final chapter then 
discusses these findings in relation to the previously discussed theoretical framework and previous 
research, which also includes critical reflections on theory and method. 
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2 – Background and context 
Municipal adult education is a part of the Swedish welfare model aimed at providing opportunities 
for lifelong learning. It is an extensive system that has evolved since the 1960s and is located 
alongside compulsory education and other forms of adult learning. This chapter will describe 
where in the Swedish educational context MAE operates. First the Swedish educational system 
will be described, followed by a short history of MAE, and then a more in-depth description of 
MAE in general and VET in MAE in particular. 
 
Sweden’s educational system  

This chapter describes the Swedish educational system from compulsory school to secondary 
education and beyond. In Sweden, most children begin pre-school when they are six years old and 
then continue through nine years of compulsory school. After this, most students attend upper 
secondary school, where most enter either a three-year vocational programme or university 
preparatory programme.  
 
VET in upper secondary school 

In upper secondary school in Sweden there is 12 different vocational programmes to choose form. 
Within most vocational programmes in upper secondary school, students can also choose a 
specialisation, though not every school offers every official specialisation, nor do all programs have 
an official specialisation within the programme. As an example, the building and construction 
programme has five specialisations, and the health and social care programmes have none. 
However, the courses and program content can be shaped to accommodate different ideas about 
vocational outcomes, even though they are not technically a specialisation—for example, students 
can become a floor layer by taking the building and construction programme, or enter work as an 
assistant nurse in specific healthcare contexts through the health and social care programme 
(SNAE, 2022c). In most cases, VET is arranged within upper secondary school in the form of a 
three-year educational programme that mixes general subjects (such as language, mathematics, 
sports, etc.) with vocational subjects. In such cases, at least 15 weeks of teaching must also take 
the form of work-based learning (WBL). VET can also be organised as upper secondary school 
apprenticeships, in which case, more than half of the education must be in the form of WBL. 
However, this only covers around 13% of students studying VET (SNAE, 2021a). 
 
Adult learning in Sweden 

Regarding adult learning, or lifelong learning, Sweden has the highest rate of participation in 
education and training for adults aged 25-64 in Europe, which was as high as 36.2% in 2022 
(Eurostat, 2023). Fejes and Andersson (2022) provided arguments as to why participation rates in 
Sweden are exceptionally high. Part of this is that Sweden has a long tradition of publicly funded 
adult education that has been directed toward both addressing questions about equality and 
providing a qualified labour force. There has been strong connections between the state and civil 
society actors as well as supportive legislation and policies that facilitate adult learning. For 
instance, education is provided free of charge, individuals have the right to take work leave to 
pursue education, and they can also receive financial support from CSN, the Swedish board for 
study support. 
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There are five main educational pathways for formal adult education in Sweden; MAE, folk high 
schools (FHS, folkhögskolor), higher vocational education (HVE, yrkeshögskola), study 
associations, and higher education in universities. MAE is supposed to convey knowledge and 
support students so that they can work and function in society (SNAE, 2017), and a large part of 
MAE consists of Swedish for immigrants (SFI), prerequisite courses, and vocational training (more 
on MAE below). Folk high schools are generally highlighted as an alternative pathway (compared 
to upper secondary school or MAE) toward obtaining general qualifications for higher education 
or learning a craft or a vocation (Folkhögskola.nu, 2023). There are no general admission 
requirements for courses in folk high schools, although some courses or programmes can have 
special entry requirements (i.e., VET programmes or courses in arts or music, etc.). HVE is post-
secondary vocational education and a degree from upper secondary school or MAE is required for 
entry, though some programmes also have special entry requirements. Applicants may, however, 
also be eligible if they are deemed to possess knowledge equivalent to the entry requirements 
(MYH [National Agency for Higher Vocational Education], 2023).  

In order to be eligible for university studies, there are both general and specific entry 
requirements, depending on the educational programme to which one applies (UHR, 2023). The 
general requirements basically constitute a diploma from upper secondary education, which shows 
that the student has completed an upper secondary education, however, what this actually means 
has changed over the years. For example, in the 1990s, VET programmes in upper secondary 
school were extended from two to three years and also led to eligibility for university studies 
(Olofsson & Persson-Thunqvist, 2018). After 2011, VET programmes did not grant university 
admission and students had to take extra courses during or after their education to become eligible, 
although this changed 2023 and vocational programmes can again get basic eligibility to university 
(SNAE, 2023a).  
 
A short history of MAE 

First, I will provide a condensed account of the history of MAE followed by more of an in-depth 
presentation of the contemporary role and function of MAE. Then I will finish with a discussion 
concerning students in MAE. 
 
The history of MAE in Sweden 

The history of MAE begins in the 1960s. Prior to this, adult education had existed in various other 
forms with deep roots in educational contexts such as folk high schools and study circles, but also 
through correspondence courses and evening schools (Henning Loeb, 2006). Adult education 
within the realm of popular education continued to exist, but MAE gained a unique status, as it 
provided qualifications and formal credentials (Höghielm, 1985). 

During the 1960s, significant changes occurred in the Swedish educational system. In 1962, 
nine-year compulsory school was introduced, and in 1968, vocational schools were integrated in 
the gymnasium, or upper secondary school (Richardson, 2010). The expansion had a significant 
impact, and the number of children (aged 7–15) attending compulsory school increased from 31% 
to 99% of the population between 1960 and 1970 (Statistics Sweden, 2020a). The prolonged 
compulsory education, coupled with the overall growth of the educational system, gave rise to a 
generational education gap (Richardson, 2010). Furthermore, the need for supplementary 
education in the working population was noticed (Richardson, 2010) and discussions revolved 
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around harnessing the untapped potential of society's talented reserve (translated: 
begåvningsreserven) (Höghielm, 1985). Consequently, in 1968, Komvux/MAE was established 
with a decision that designated municipalities as the main authorities responsible for formal adult 
education. Subsequently, in 1977, basic adult education for adults was introduced, and with the 
introduction of the curriculum Lvux82 and the Adult Education Act in 1984 (Vuxenutbildningslag 
1984:1118), MAE gained the status of a distinct educational form.  

There were significant changes in the Swedish educational system again during the 1990s. The 
overall approach shifted from rule-based management to goal-based management; the outcome of 
school was decided centrally, but how this was achieved would be decided locally. Schools were 
also subject to decentralisation, municipalisation, and commercialisation. Private schools could 
also establish themselves and, through procurement, arrange MAE on an entrepreneurial basis. 
Also, in the 1990s, MAE underwent a significant expansion. In just five years, from 1990 to 1995, 
the number of students enrolled in upper secondary courses increased from about 64,000 to 
158,000 (Richardson, 2010). Thereafter a major effort called kunskapslyftet was launched from 1998 
to 2002, aiming to establish 100,000 new study places with the objective of furthering Sweden’s 

position as a knowledge society in addition to halving unemployment and improving adult 
education (Henning Loeb, 2006). 

In the new millennium, two significant changes have garnered considerable attention; extensive 
budget cuts in 2008 and the widespread expansion of a market-driven approach, with for-profit 
companies being contracted, mainly through tendering-based procurement, to currently serve 
nearly half of all MAE course participants (Holmqvist, 2022a). Nevertheless, MAE has continued 
to grow, and as of 2021, approximately 260,000 students were enrolled at an upper secondary level. 
With the inclusion of SFI (Swedish for Immigrants) in MAE in 2016, the number of students in 
MAE totalled 414,000 (SNAE, 2022a).  
 
The changing challenges of MAE 

According to Höghielm (2006), there is a significant difference between the MAE that was 
established in the 1960s and the one that existed during the first part of the 2000s, as both society 
and the student population have undergone changes. In the 1960s, more than 60% of the 
population had completed a maximum of six years of elementary school (Höghielm, 2006). Today, 
69% of students enrolled in MAE at the upper secondary level already possess a three-year upper 
secondary education background (SNAE, 2022a). 

When looking more closely at those studying in MAE, 61% of students are women (consistent 
with the gender balance observed since the 1960s), and 54% of the students studying at the upper 
secondary level were born in Sweden (SNAE, 2022a). Also, regarding differences in educational 
backgrounds, SNAE (2022a) found that there are no significant differences between genders with 
the exception of generally higher grades among women. However, there are noticeable distinctions 
between individuals born in Sweden and those born abroad. Among individuals born abroad, a 
higher percentage have prior experience in higher education (34% compared to 13% of those born 
in Sweden), although fewer have graduated from upper secondary school (35% compared to 75% 
of those born in Sweden). 

A recurring theme of adult education has consistently been supplying the labour market with 
an educated workforce (Wärvik & Thång, 2013). However, according to Höghielm (2006), MAE 
faces different challenges now than it did when established in the 1960s. In essence, the ‘untapped 
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talented reserve’ no longer exists as it once did, and he suggests that there is a need for adult 
education to shift toward a perspective more centred on the individual. Wärvik and Thång (2013) 
argue that MAE students come from various backgrounds, and given the challenges of self-study 
and self-instructional materials (especially for those with limited prior experience in education), 
success relies heavily on personal motivation and drive. 
 
VET in upper secondary school and VET in MAE 

The expansion of municipal vocational schools in the middle of the century and the reforms of 
the 1960s and 1970s integrated VET into the Swedish educational system. VET has been organised 
with an equalising goal, aiming for both increased access to higher education and socially inclusive 
objectives, such as reductions in unemployment and social marginalisation. Also, as argued by 
Olofsson and Persson-Thunqvist (2018), the key driving forces behind the changes in VET have 
been the challenges faced by young adults in securing employment.  

On a wider scale, the political tradition of governance over VET in Sweden has been influenced 
by ideas of a strong state and marginalised employers influence and the deduction of WBL 
(Jørgensen, 2018). That said, in comparison to other Nordic countries, similarities are found in 
Finland even if there are separate institutions for academic education and VET. However, in 
Denmark there has been a closer connection to the labour market and corporatist governance, and 
the idea of equality in the form easier access to higher education contrasts with Denmark’s 
approach, which has maintained a strong division between pathways leading to employability and 
those leading to higher education (Jørgensen, 2018). Some effects of this can be observed, 
including the number of VET students who pursue further studies. Of those who graduated from 
VET in 1994, 12% began higher education studies within three years. This number increased 
steadily and among those who graduated in 2011, 21.5% pursued higher studies within three years, 
yet among those who graduated in 2014 only 10.1% did the same (Statistics Sweden, 2022). 

However, there are differences among the various programmes regarding VET students in 
upper secondary schools who proceed to higher studies (Statistics Sweden, 2020b). For example, 
among those who graduated from a health and social care programme, about 70% of the students 
that graduated from health and social care programmes obtained eligibility for higher education, 
which within a year was pursued by 16% of graduates. In comparison, among students from the 
building and construction programme, only 23% were eligible for higher education, and less than 
1% pursued additional studies within a year of finishing the programme. Regarding transition into 
work, about 70% of students in upper secondary school VET who graduated in the year 2017 had 
a job in 2020, whereas half of them had a job that fully or largely corresponded to the field in 
which their education had been focused (Statistics Sweden, 2020b). 

In comparison, VET in MAE can be seen from two perspectives: long- and short-term studies, 
long-term being students taking courses for at least 800 ‘points’ (400 points per semester is 
considered full-time). In broad terms, those who have pursued a longer programme tend to be 
more established in the job market. For instance, one year after graduation from healthcare and 
social care programmes (i.e. AN programmes), 67% of those with a longer education and 56% 
with a shorter education were established in the labour market. By comparison, 53% and 41%, 
respectively, of students in the field of building and construction, established themselves within a 
year after graduation (SNAE, 2022b).  
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Besides differences between long- and short-term programs, there are also significant variations 
between different fields. Students from healthcare and social care programmes as well as 
electricians and VVS (which stands for heat, ventilation and sanitation), have the highest rate of 
establishment, (regarding both longer and shorter educations, between 68 and 71%). On the other 
end, the least established graduates fall at 34% (business and administration) for longer courses, 
and 23% (hotel and tourism) for shorter ones. However, when considering ‘insecure’ and ‘weak’ 
employment (i.e. low/relatively low income and part/full-time unemployment) the overall number 
increases to between 80% and 90% (SNAE, 2022b). Furthermore, there are overall few differences 
between genders, although men from longer VET programs have slightly higher rates of 
establishment than women, while the opposite was true for short-term programmes. 
 
Contemporary scale, scope, and structure of MAE 

The goal of this section is to deepen our understanding of the MAE context by illustrating the 
functions that it plays in Sweden, but also what it means to study in MAE. In essence, MAE is 
part of the Swedish welfare model and is an important part of enacting ideals of lifelong learning 
in Sweden. 
 
The role and function of MAE in Sweden 

MAE has a threefold function—with compensatory, civic/democratic, and labour-market 
orientations (SNAE, 2017). The compensatory function means that MAE must consider students' 
different conditions, needs, and level of knowledge, and in particular current students who have 
difficulty reaching the goals of their educational programmes. The civic/democratic function 
means that MAE must convey knowledge so that those who study in MAE can work and function 
in society. MAE must be offered to anyone over the age of 20 who has not completed compulsory 
school (SNAE, 2023b). MAE is also obliged to offer students opportunities to take courses that 
either offer them eligibility for university or opportunities for work (SNAE, 2017). To this end, 
MAE is a large organisation within the Swedish school system and of the 260,000 students that 
studied at a upper secondary level, 47,500 of them had a vocational orientation (SNAE, 2022a). 
According to SNAE (2022a), there is a significant difference between vocational courses and theoretical 

courses (courses that prepare students for higher education) in terms of course completion and 
course discontinuation. Specifically, 81% of vocational courses and 57% of theoretical courses 
were completed with a passing grade in 2021. A similar pattern is observed regarding course 
discontinuation, with 28% of theoretical courses being discontinued compared to 13% of 
vocational courses (SNAE, 2022a). 

MAE also has a noticeable impact on various parts of the labour market. For example, between 
2008 and 2013, MAE accounted for about half of those who trained within the framework of 
health and social care (Statistics Sweden, 2015). However, MAE has a labour market focus and 
there is a strong emphasis on improving adults' employability (Andersson & Muhrman, 2021). 
And, although all MAE follows the same nationally decided educational policy, it is interpreted 
depending on local municipalities' conditions and need for labour (Andersson & Muhrman, 2022). 
The municipality is always the principle of (in charge) of MAE, even if much of the education that 
takes place is provided by private providers (like companies or foundations) through contracts 
attained through procurement. For example, in 2021, 51% of the course participants who studied 
MAE studied with a private provider (SNAE, 2022a). Some municipalities organise all their 
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education in-house, while others delegate it completely or partially to other private providers, and 
this can vary between different municipalities (SNAE, 2022a). MAE students accounted for 18% 
of the total number of students at the upper secondary level, and many (but not all) fell within the 
framework of a vocational package. For example, according to SNAE (2022a), 18,051 students 
pursued a national or regional vocational package focused on health and social care, which 
represents a significant portion of the 18,600 total students pursuing vocational education in health 
and social care. 

Different municipalities organise education in different ways, and these differences can also be 
seen between providers (Andersson & Muhrman, 2022). In some municipalities there is no 
organised MAE within the municipality's framework at all, and in such cases, the individual student 
may apply for MAE elsewhere (through their municipality). Also, how individuals receive 
assistance and encouragement to become MAE students can vary significantly between different 
municipalities. Information about MAE at local websites can range from uplifting descriptions 
that emphasise how everyone can find motivation and inspiration to achieve their goals, regardless 
of their background, or it can include more disheartening depictions, where prospective students 
are reminded that not everyone has the right to study at the upper secondary level. These 
differences can be found on various municipalities’ websites, however, the point is that the 
residents of different municipalities receive different information upon visiting local municipal 
websites. Accordingly, although MAE is intended to support those who have not obtained a 
diploma from upper secondary school, transitions to MAE can be challenging at the individual 
level, and the availability of study and career guidance varies across the country (SNAE, 2021c). 
Furthermore, there are other individual aspects that add complexity to the situation, as MAE 
encompasses predominately heterogeneous groups of students regarding experiences, goals, and 
capabilities. Although, prospective students may be experiencing general school fatigue, or require 
additional support, or carry the burden of past educational experiences where they felt they were 
labelled as failures. Moreover, there are individuals who have recently immigrated to Sweden who 
face the challenge of bridging an educational gap created due to qualifications and/or knowledge. 
As SNAE (2021c) suggests, there is a need for the development of support within MAE—for 
example to do more to identify target group, as well as ensuring that MAE meets the needs of its 
prospective students. 
 
Students taking courses 

MAE and upper secondary school have many similarities, mainly in that the same courses are 
studied in both forms of education. A course is defined based on content and ‘points’; i.e., how 
much time is spent in the course, and most fall between 50–200 points (or credits). Within upper 
secondary school, 2500 points are (normally) acquired in three years, and in MAE taking 400 points 
in a single semester grant one the right to full-time study support that semester. In upper secondary 
school, general subjects are studied (such as Swedish, history, mathematics, etc.) in addition to 
vocational subjects, and in some programmes, students also get to choose a specialisation within 
their programme. MAE is, however, not organised in the same way. Instead, the focus is on 
individual courses, although they can be organised into different course packages that aim to educate 
students in preparation for a certain vocation. There are also national and regional vocational packages, 
where SNAE and the labour market produced various programmes comprising 400–1500 points, 
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lasting about 6–18 months (SNAE, 2021b). For the purpose of simplicity, course packages will 
henceforth be referred to as ‘programmes’.  

Different programmes in MAE can also be provided as a regular or apprenticeship programmes. 
In terms of a regular programme, a major part of vocational education takes place in school and 
WBL makes up (at least) 15% of time spent. In an apprenticeship programme, WBL constitutes 
70% of the education. In order to enable this, MAE is free, in that there are no tuition fees and 
students choosing to study are entitled to study support in the form of grants and loans offered 
by the Swedish board of student finance (CSN). MAE is also characterised by a high degree of 
flexibility and customisation with intensive courses, distance courses, evening and weekend 
courses, flexible start times, study pace, and more. This may facilitate educational adaption to the 
needs of the individual, but it can also complicate teachers' work (Holmqvist, 2022b).  
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3 – Theoretical framework  
This thesis focuses on the vocational identity formation of MAE students. An important concept 
of the thesis is therefore identity—more precisely vocational identity—which is formed in the 
various practices in which MAE students participate (mainly school and vocational practice). 
Identity can be viewed and interpreted in numerous ways and various levels—as something 
individual or collective, existential, or practical, as processes or outcomes. Identities can also be 
perceived as something singular or multiple, and inherent or related to structural factors such as 
gender, social class, and ethnicity. However, in this thesis, vocational identity is used as an analytical 
tool to analyse different aspects of how students learn their vocation, which includes a myriad of 
processes, like learning specific skills, adapting certain behaviours, etc. 

To understand the processes related to students’ vocational identity formation, situated 
learning, as proposed by Lave and Wenger (1991), and communities of practice (CoP), as discussed 
by Wenger (1998), act as a theoretical baseline in all articles and in the thesis as a whole. The CoP 
perspective is also nuanced and supplemented by other theoretical concepts so as to be able to 
elaborate and discuss specific aspects and processes of students’ identity development. In this 

chapter, the concept of identity is first discussed in relation to education and work. It is then 
followed by presenting the baseline for the theoretical framework that connects the concept of 
identity to communities of practice, sense of self, landscapes of practice, and vocational habitus. 
Following this, the discussion turns to implications followed by concluding remarks and critiques. 
 
Identity in education and work 

Studies on identity formation often focus on how a vocation is learned in education or in working 
life (Fuller et al., 2005). The terminology is important, and the concepts of ‘vocation’ and ‘identity’ 

both carry weight. A vocation, in contrast to an occupation, is dependent on both individuals and 
a community of practitioners, whereas an occupation reflects social needs and imperatives (Billett, 
2011; Helms Jørgensen, 2013). An identity has also both individual and social aspects. The 
individual in that identity is a question regarding what individuals identify themselves with but also 
what they wish to be identified with and how (Billett, 2010). It is also social, in that all types of 
identification are a matter of meaning and interaction (Jenkins, 2008) and a vocational identity is 
in constant negotiation between the individual’s experiences and future prospects (Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Wenger, 2010). In short, the formation of a vocational identity is a complex social process 
of participation and learning in a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Although the 
CoP perspective is more focused on informal rather than formal learning (Wenger, 2010), the 
research field focusing on how a vocation is learned is quite broad.  

 Learning a vocational identity from a CoP perspective means that as an individual learns the 
skills valuable to a specific vocational practice, their perception of their vocational identity will 
shift from beginner to master as they acquire more complicated tasks and responsibilities (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). This can be described in relation to Billett (2010) who puts focus 
on both how and what individuals identify with, as well as what they want to be identified with. 
Like Wenger (1998) thoughts on identity as a multi-membership in multiple communities, with 
any one individual a full member of some communities and more peripheral in others. All of these 
communities contribute to some extent to constructing an individual’s identity as a whole and can 
be linked to a vocation as well as other types of group affiliations or the like. Through participation 
in different communities, individuals form different parts of their identities, behave differently, 
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and take on different perspectives as a way to orient themselves in the social environment. 
Different types of identities influence each other even when exercising one’s sense of self, or one’s 
subjective disposition, in a specific practice (Billett & Pavlova, 2005); for example, using one’s 

vocational identity as a rhetorical tool to increase credibility in a particular context. 
It should be noted that although identity can be analysed from an individual perspective, as 

something existential, all identities are social identities, as identification always is a matter of 
meaning and interaction (Jenkins, 2008). It should also be emphasised that a vocational identity is 
only a part of an individuals’ whole identity, in addition to something that is in constant negotiation 
where the student's past experiences and their hopes for the future are pitted against each other. 
Becoming a member of a vocational community also comes with expectations, and in order to be 
accepted as part of the vocational community, an individual must demonstrate the knowledge, 
abilities (in a broad sense) and patterns of behaviour that are expected of them (Wenger, 1998). In 
this sense, a vocational identity can also be analysed as a learning trajectory. An individual's learning 
trajectory describes his or her history and visions of the future, where it is and where it is going 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 2010), and it is not self-evident that the student's journey from 
peripheral to fully-fledged member will be a straight and deterministic path.  
 
Identity and the sense of self in social contexts  
The reason for using the CoP perspective as a baseline is that VET students in MAE navigate two 
contexts, or practices—school and working life. Their teachers, who have vocational experience 
of the vocation the students are pursuing, teach based on their own experiences while adhering to 
the MAE curriculum. In other words, they prepare the students for one context while being in 
another. Situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) are 
widely used in pedagogical research focusing on different aspects of VET (e.g. Ferm et al., 2019; 
Fjellström & Kristmansson, 2016; Lagercrantz All, 2017; Mårtensson, 2021). The process of 
learning a vocation and thereby forming, a vocational identity involves mastering competencies 
that are valued by a specific vocational community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

However, while the CoP perspective places a strong emphasis on the influence of practices on 
the formation of a student’s identity, the emphasis is not placed on how the individuals themselves 
affect this process. The concept of ‘sense of self’ is therefore used to highlight how different 
aspects of the individual impact their learning. The development or formation of a vocational 
identity is an ongoing learning process of both thinking and acting, influenced by the subjective 

disposition of the student (Billett, 2010). ‘Subjectivity’ in this thesis is inspired by Billett (2008, 2010) 
and Billett and Somerville (2004); that is subjectivity as in 'sense of self'. The sense of self is closely 
linked to the individual and guides intentions, thinking, and actions, or, as Billett (2006) argues, 
the sense of self has both personal and societal connotations and “[s]ocially, there are forms of 
institutional, normative, and discourse practices that are associated with [an] individual’s identity” 
(Billett, 2006, p. 7). Basically, Billet (e.g. 2006, 2008, 2010) argues that individuals are both shaped 
and constrained by different communities of practice, but individuals also possess agentic qualities 
that influence their own development. Their sense of self helps them understand the social context, 
and because students are both exposed to and have the power to influence activities in practice, 
an understanding of their personal agency is crucial to understanding the relationship between the 
personal and the social aspects of learning. 
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Similar to Wenger (1998), Billett (2010) sees a community of practice as something that is more 
than a system of potential personal action (enactment). Since a student's reproduction of a practice 
is based upon the student’s interpretation of the practice, understanding the overall learning 
process (attaining vocational knowledge, repertoire, self-esteem, identity, etc.) will benefit from 
understanding the student's interests in the vocation. Therefore, it is important in (at least in this 
context) to also define identity as how individuals identify, what they identify with, as well as what 
they want to identify with (Billett, 2010). This bears some resemblance to Wenger’s (1998) ideas 
about identity as ‘multi-membership’. Wenger believes that individuals belong to many different 
communities, where they are full members in some and more peripheral in others. All these 
communities help one to construct an identity, in one way or another. The concept of identity 
therefore always includes an experience of multi-membership and reconciliation—that is, 
maintaining one’s identity in and between different communities of practice. In line with Wenger’s 
(1998) definition of identity, individuals also participate in different communities, where they 
display different parts of their identities and interact and behave differently (but also take on 
different perspectives) as a way of coordinating the entirety of their identity. The maintenance of 
identities in different CoPs also shares similarities with what Billett and Pavlova (2005) believe to 
be a process in how one exercises one’s sense of self in certain contexts. They argue for that 
identity, interests, work quality, and intentions are all connected. In essence, they point to how 
students' intentions affect their chances of achieving different educational goals, which also can be 
particularly complex if demands from the school and the labour market are in conflict (Billett & 
Pavlova, 2005). Basically, if learning and development are to be understood, attention must be paid 
to intentionality and subjectivity among those who are supposed to learn (Billett & Somerville, 2004). 
 
Learning and identity in a community of practice 

Learning is not seen as a transfer of information from one individual to another but as a 
sociocultural process with a particular focus on relationships between novices and those 
experienced within different communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 49). The learning 
process thus involves social development in relation to a specific context in which the individual 
develops in a way that gives them access to a social community (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 53). 
According to Lave and Wenger’s theory, learning, or training for, a vocation is about acquiring 
competencies that are valuable to that particular vocational practice; this not only means specific 
knowledge requirements, abilities to handle tools, or certificates, but can also include language use 
and approach. Forming a vocational identity is also a form of movement, where the individual 
moves from a peripheral to an increasingly extensive participation in a community of practice. This 
can be seen by giving the individual greater responsibility and assigning more complicated tasks, 
the but above all; the individual’s identity progresses from beginner to master (Lave & Wenger, 
1991, p. 111). A community of practice can also be viewed as what Wenger (2000) defines as joint 
activity, reciprocity, and shared repertoire. ‘Joint activity’ refers to the idea that learning occurs 
through active participation in a social context, rather than through individual study or instruction. 
‘Reciprocity’ refers to the mutual exchange of knowledge and skills that occurs within a community 
of practice, in that members support each other's learning by sharing their own knowledge and 
skills. Shared repertoire refers to the shared understanding and common language that develops 
within a community of practice—i.e., members use the same concepts, tools, and techniques, 
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which allows them to work together effectively and efficiently. Thus, competence within a practice 
community can be defined as degrees of opportunity to act (and understand) from the CoP.  

The central aspect of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory on the development of a vocational 
identity revolves around how an individual becomes member of a vocational community (rather 
than how one develops knowledge). This theory may give the impression that the more peripheral 
one is—i.e., the further away one gets from the social core of the community—the more difficult 
it is to develop vocational skills and knowledge, but Wenger (1998) notes that “there is a big 

difference between a lesson that is about the practice but takes place outside it, and explanations 
and stories that are part of the practice and take place within it” (p. 100). In relation to a school 

context, this could be interpreted as meaning that workplace learning (WBL) is better than courses 
in regular classrooms, because the school environment is more peripheral than WBL (which, in 
turn, is more peripheral than actually working).  

However, a statement like this also complicates the use of the perspective when used in the 
MAE context. Basically, a CoP is made up of people who share a practice, and because VET in 
MAE allows students to engage in both school-based and workplace-based practices, it can blur 
the boundaries of what constitutes (or is part of) a CoP. For example, a specific VET programme 
could initially be seen as a peripheral part of a vocational practice (especially during WBL), which 
could support the idea that school and the workplace are part of the same CoP. However, when 
observing a specific vocational practice, there are individuals in the periphery, even without 
accounting for students, and if clear examples of community could be found among individuals 
within the different practices, this could instead indicate that there are two distinct CoPs. One 
solution to the problem is simply to define the specific CoP being studied, and in this thesis, a CoP 
is defined as an entity where the practices of both the school and the workplace overlap. From my 
perspective, this approach also helps in analysis of learning by considering trajectories if the 
vocational goals of education are placed in relation to working life. 

As mentioned above, learning can be seen as a process of developing different trajectories. That 
is, it can be understood as an ongoing process of developing a vocational identity in relation to a 
CoP, which can in turn be used to describe where students are heading. Wenger (2010, p. 134) 
describes several examples, for example peripheral trajectories are learning paths that never lead to 
full participation (even if the individual has access to the practice and can develop a vocational 
identity). Inbound trajectories are examples of when individuals move (and want to move) towards 
central participation in a specific community of practice, while outbound trajectories are the opposite, 
in that the individual moves away from the community. With boundary trajectories, learning paths 
that revolve around the negotiation between different communities of practice can be highlighted, 
and for those who have developed an identity and can be called central to a community of practice, 
insider trajectories can be used. Insider trajectories also describe how learners’ development is 

oriented towards the development of their communities of practice and their position within it, 
without necessarily being an outbound trajectory.  
 
Competencies and identification in a landscape of practice  

As individuals are more or less ‘full’ members of some CoPs and more peripheral in others, identity 
can be viewed as multi-membership (Wenger, 1998). Within a specific CoP, developing or forming 
an identity means progressing from novice to master as greater responsibility for increasingly 
advanced tasks is given. However, developing a vocational identity is neither a static process nor a 
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definitive end goal but rather a process that is in constant motion in relation to different practices 
(Billett, 2010). Taking a step from CoP, which focuses on local communities and how practitioners 
connect and engage to negotiate local practice, landscapes of practice (LoP) focuses on the all the 
communities that are part of a wider landscape, the boundaries between communities, and the 
identification with a total body of knowledge (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014). This 
makes the perspective of good use to this thesis, as it can help in understanding the idea of learning 
and transitions as phenomena that take place within and in between two practices, like the CoP 
perspective. Although, instead of framing a CoP as a seemingly one-dimensional continuum where 
“the first day of school” represents one end and “X years into the vocation” the other, LoP enables 
a broader perspective. 

In short, Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2014) argue that the body of professional 
knowledge, a complex system of CoPs and the boundaries between them form a LoP. Each 
practice in a LoP has an inherent power dynamic that defines what competence is in that practice; 
i.e., what knowledge and which ideals are attributed value. Within a LoP, however, there are 
practices that overlap in terms of which competencies are valued, while certain competencies may 
be highly valued in one practice and less valued in another. In addition, different practices within 
a LoP can influence each other regarding which competencies are most viable in the landscape, 
and although some practices have more or less claim to this, no practice can fully claim to represent 
the entire landscape (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014). From this, it can be argued that 
the perspective facilitates a clearer recognition of various relationships between different practices, 
particularly how logics of and subjects in school relate to other practices. This is especially relevant 
as the goal of MAE extends beyond preparing students for a specific vocation. Also, attention can 
be directed towards the various types of value form the logic and content of MAE, even if it does 
not solely aim at direct applicability to a specific vocational path. Similarly, it can also extend the 
other direction, where the multifaceted knowledge and experiences of adults can be beneficial for 
identity development within and beyond schooling. In essence, it is about the value of different 
types of competence and how they are carried over between practices. 

That said, competence in a specific practice is acquired through collective histories and what 
binds different local communities to a LoP is a shared sense of what is important for everyday 
work (Pyrko et al., 2019). Given that the word ‘competence’ can have different connotations, 
Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2014) use the term ‘knowledgeability’ when discussing 
outcome of learning in a LoP, which can be considered a counterpart to the concept of 
competence. That is, where competence is more tied to a specific CoP, knowledgeability manifests 
itself in the relationships between the individual and the many different practices in the landscape. 
As mentioned above, participating in practices strongly influences how individuals see themselves 
and are seen by others (Felstead et al., 2009) and through participating in different practices 
individuals develop vocational identities and knowledgeability, which enables their transition 
between practices (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014). By extension, this implies that 
competence in one CoP is not necessarily competence in another. However, it also implies that 
competence learned in one practice—for example in school—can have more ‘applications’ than is 
initially assumed.  

Moving between practices in a LoP is also a process of identification and dis-identification with 
various practices. Although this should not be understood as easy or something that is entirely up 
to the individual, as practices could just as easily be welcoming as they could be heavily guarded. 
The process of identification and dis-identification could also be viewed as different modes of 
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identification (engagement, imagination, and alignment) that helps individuals make sense of the 
landscape and their position within it (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014). In my 
interpretation, this is useful for demonstrating how a vocational identity in a school-based practice 
evolves into a vocational identity in a workplace-based practice. That said, engagement is about 
how individuals engage, interact, and learn in their practice and is the most immediate analogue to 
a LoP. Imagination is about how individuals imagine and interpret the practice to order reflect on 
their situation. Alignment is about how individuals align with the practice's expectations. However, 
this is not a process of blind compliance—rather, it is a two-way process of coordination between 
individual and practice so that action has the desired effect (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 
2014). Also, this broadens the concept of trajectories, as it allows for a better discussion of how 
students imagine their trajectories (Fenton‐O'Creevy et al., 2014). That is, it focuses on the 
importance of acknowledging students' own perceptions and perspectives rather than solely 
focusing on determining where they are ‘actually’ headed. 
 
Vocational habitus and identity 

In order to nuance the students’ educational conditions and highlight different aspects of 
socioeconomic power relations, the CoP perspective is supplemented with vocational habitus. The 
habitus concept originates from Bourdieu’s conceptual apparatus and is oriented towards social 
practices rather than vocation, but is still well-suited for studying vocations (Carlhed, 2011). 
Habitus can be described as ‘social subjectivity’, or how the thinking of individuals is structured in 
relation to the social structures within which they interact. Habitus can be seen as mental 
relationships, formalised as structure, but also that habitus structures individuals’ perceptions of 
(and behaviour within) the world (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Structures can also be seen as 
principles that generate and organise different practices, which can be embraced by individuals, 
even if the individual does not intend to adapt his habitus (Bourdieu, 1992). As a concept, habitus 
can be used to investigate how collective experiences are embodied in individuals by, for example, 
analysing what individuals pay attention to or what they appreciate (Bourdieu, 1984), or as Broady 
writes: 
 

The individuals (or groups) have in their luggage a system of dispositions, a habitus, which allows them, based on a 

limited number of principles, to generate the ways of acting, thinking, perceiving and valuing that are required in 

certain social contexts. Their actions, thoughts, perceptions, and values are not direct imprints of external conditions, 

but the result of the meeting between people's habitus and the social contexts in which they enter. (Broady, 1998, p. 

18) 

 
To elaborate, habitus views processes in terms of reproduction, and accordingly, processes of 
learning should rather be interpreted as individuals are being socialised. Vocational habitus, on the 
other hand, should rather be regarded as a micro-sociological perspective on habitus; placing a 
larger emphasis on development and change while still acknowledging the significance of its 
structure and the structural and collective aspects of habitus. In this thesis, the term ‘vocational 
habitus’ is inspired by Colley et al. (2003) who studied class, gender, and vocational habitus in 
vocational education. In essence this implies that to learn a vocation is to form a vocational 
identity. However, to be accepted into a vocational community requires a personal vocational 
habitus that is in line with what is expected. Initially, similarities can be noted with the CoP 
perspective, but vocational habitus directs attention toward other processes. For example, Rehn 
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and Eliasson (2015) who have studied nursing teachers' perceptions of important vocational 
knowledge, use vocational habitus to highlight “health and social care teachers’ conceptions of 
desirable vocational knowledge, not the actual habitus of individuals” (p. 564). They found that 
the teachers considered a feminine caring disposition as important expertise, a quality that tends 
to be viewed as something innate rather than something that can be learned. This raises questions 
about vocational becoming that not only acknowledges power relations, but also places them 
within a broader perspective which can differ between the various challenges that students may 
face. That said, the process of learning can be seen as a process of becoming which varies in its 
extent. Or, as Hodkinson et al. (2008) note, a person’s habitus develops through learning, and 
experiences stimulates learning, although learning can take the form of everything between 
imperceptible changes to major insights.  

However, developing a vocational habitus is a complex process of learning that is more akin to 
orienting or adapting one's own habitus in line with what is required by the labour market. From 
a more critical standpoint, VET also entails a promise of employment in exchange for the student 
conforming to and accepting a specific social position. In addition, the students’ adaptation process 
towards a vocational community is not a passive process, and the image of a desirable vocational 
habitus must be something the students think they can handle: 
 

The vocational habitus must be a ‘choosable’ identity for the individual, one that falls within their 'horizons for 

action' Students must have social and family backgrounds, individual preferences and life experiences that predispose 

them to orientate to the vocational habitus and become 'right for the job' /.../ However, although such predisposition 

is necessary, it is not sufficient, and much identity-work still remains to be done (Colley et al., 2003, p. 488)  

 
Having the right background is not enough to complete VET. Also, the process of orienting one’s 

habitus in according with vocational ideals is also a process that may reproduce social inequalities. 
But it is also not necessarily the case that the same vocational habitus applies to the entire vocation. 
This is exemplified by Klope (2015), who studied the vocational life of high school students as 
hairdressers. She argues that different hairdressing habitus expected in an older women's salon and 
a trendy inner-city salon, in addition to the fact that the school itself is another type of institution 
that conveys a different habitus. It is worth noting that specific ideals can be interpreted differently 
in different contexts, especially when comparing different vocations. For example, in a study by 
Fejes and Haake (2013), they argue that a ‘caring disposition’ is present in both elder care and 
police work but constructed as female in elderly care and as gender-neutral in police work. They 
further argue that this has consequences for who holds what type of status, but also who works 
where. While their arguments mainly focus on workplace dynamics, when applied to a broader 
educational setting, it raises questions to what extent different aspects of students' backgrounds 
influence the prerequisites or opportunities considered necessary for developing a vocational 
identity. 

Initially, when starting their education, students’ background and habitus may differ, but they 
will undergo a form of mental homogenisation during their education (Nitzler & Frykholm, 1993) 
and those who do not do so risk being weeded out. Especially since, as argued by Hvitved (2014), 
some students may find that the different demands placed on them in school extends to their 
attitudes. Furthermore, becoming the right person for the job is a process lined with 
contradictions, and Colley et al. (2003) point out that students will encounter two images of what 
habitus they should achieve: an idealised (and unattainable) habitus, and a realised habitus, and that 
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there is a constant tug-of-war between them. Colley et al. (2003) exemplify this with the idealised 
habitus of ‘loving care’ in the nursing vocation, which contrasted against the care practice where a 
certain amount of ‘harshness’ is needed, which constructs the image of a realised habitus. They 
believe that students must reconcile themselves in balance between these two images and not 
choose one over another, as an overly idealised image can result in students not being able to cope 
with the job and an overly realised one makes them appear harsh (within a care context). 
 
Implications 

What an identity constitutes is a question about both meaning and interaction (Jenkins, 2008). This 
also the case with a vocational identity, even if a vocational identity primarily refers to something 
that is only a part of a person’s whole identity. Also, becoming a member of a vocational 
community is a constantly ongoing process that emphasises ‘interaction’ with a vocational 
community rather than in relation to something general (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 2010). 
Essentially, new vocational experiences change how individuals perceive a vocation, making them 
evaluate and re-evaluate their attitudes toward the vocation. The process of developing a 
vocational identity can be anything from learning skills and knowledge to gaining new insights 
regarding what the vocation entails (perhaps perceptions previously held). In this way, identity and, 
more specifically, vocational identity development in this thesis is a question of what students 
identify with as well as what they want to identify with. Furthermore, it addresses how students 
perceive what is needed for them to see themselves as a full member of their potential vocational 
community as well as how they perceive the demands and expectations of that community. As this 
thesis explores vocational identity development, the CoP perspective constitutes a useful tool for 
discussing the processes of developing vocational identity and transitioning into a community of 
practice. However, the thesis has a specific focus on students’ perspectives and their multitude of 
perceptions—of themselves, of their education, and of their vocation (which in turn is the basis 
for how they interact with school and work practice). Furthermore, the thesis also adopts a 
temporal perspective, where the same students are followed over time. To accommodate these 
two aspects, other theoretical perspectives are needed to nuance the CoP perspectives’ focus on 
communities. In essence, this means balancing between emphases on the role of CoPs with individual 

agency (e.g. Billet), or choosing to emphasise structural aspects and power dynamics (e.g. habitus). 
Furthermore, within the Swedish VET programmes in MAE, students are educated both within 
the framework of school practice in the form of school-based education and within the framework 
of the vocation in the form of WBL. In its applied form, LoP can show the complexity between 
school and working life as two CoPs within the same LoP. 
 
Concluding remarks and critique  

In this section, I offer concluding remarks and some of the critical voices that have proven useful 
in the crafting of this thesis. The theoretical concepts I use to expand the CoP baseline should not 
be seen solely as attempts to complement the CoP perspective. Rather they are opportunities to 
further discuss different aspects of the various social processes that the CoP perspective might 
overlook. Towards this end, there are those who have directed significant criticism towards Lave 
and Wenger (1991) or Wenger (1998).  
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For example, Fuller et al. (2005) argue that the idea of situated learning stems in part from the 
notion that ‘learning by doing’ did not provide sufficient answers on how apprentices learned their 
craft. They further argue that situated learning, in turn, is not without its challenges, and their main 
critique is divided into four parts. First, they argue that the idea of legitimate peripheral 
participation is expected to encompass all forms of workplace learning, even if it fails to address 
situations when those with ‘full membership’ learn something new. Secondly, they highlight that 
the role of teachers and formal education is downplayed. Third, they contend that individual 
learning and prior experiences are not taken into account, and when they are considered, they are 
considered primarily in the context of how belonging to a CoP influences an individual’s identity. 
This is expanded by Hodkinson et al. (2004) who argue that there is a risk of focusing solely on 
the social aspects, like the theory of situated learning, as posed by Lave and Wenger (1991), that 
forgets the individual within the social system. The final argument from Fuller et al. (2005) revolves 
around the importance of conflict and unequal power relations and how this is not fully 
acknowledged in the theory of situated learning. 

The question about power relations is also discussed by Hodkinson et al. (2008), who argue 
that theories about learning in general often fail to successfully incorporate the significance of 
power. However, Hodkinson et al. (2008) also note that when focusing on individual learning, 
questions about structures tend to give way to those addressing personal agency (and vice versa if 
the focus is instead on systems). However, a significant limitation in Wenger’s (1998) work, 
according to Hodkinson et al. (2008), lies in the fact that the individuals portrayed seem to be 
confined solely to the communities of practice that are described, seemingly forgetting that 
individuals are also present in other aspects of life (or, other CoPs). Furthermore, as argued by 
Salminen-Karlsson (2006), the works of Lave and Wenger suffer from insufficient elaboration on 
the crucial concepts of power and inequality. This oversight, according to Salminen-Karlsson 
(2006), hinders a comprehensive understanding of the implications of situated learning. They 
exemplify that studies of situated learning largely overlook aspects like gender to such an extent 
that even very basic assumptions of the CoP approach could be affected if gender were to be included. 

The aim of this thesis is to understand how vocations are learned in adult education by 
exploring the vocational identity formation of MAE students. To achieve this, the theoretical 
concepts are used to discuss the results in the articles with a shift toward framing the students as 
individuals in different practices. That being said, there are two significant challenges which I 
believe the CoP perspective faces, which I hope to address. First, I address how students’ 

perceptions and attitudes are highlighted in the processes revolving around learning and the 
development of a vocational identity. Second, I address how students handle the relationship 
between different practices and the dynamics thereof.  

In terms of scope, I would argue that deviating from the CoP perspective in favour of 
incorporating other concepts in the theoretical framework has resulted in less emphasis on the 
influence of the vocational practices, specifically regarding students’ vocational becoming. A 
theoretical framework less influenced by other concepts could perhaps have gone deeper in 
analysing the students’ vocational knowledge and possibly better understand reasons why some 
developed inbound and others outbound trajectories. However, I would argue that the advantages 
outweighed the disadvantages, although it is important to acknowledge that not all integrations 
were without challenges. 
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Incorporating the LoP perspective is relatively unproblematic, given that it represents a 
progression of the earlier CoP perspective as defined by Lave & Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998, 
2000). I would argue that the same goes for the inclusion of sense of self, even though this means 
the theoretical framework leans slightly more toward a socio-cognitive perspective. However, 
focusing on the sense of self could raise semantic issues regarding the extent to which individuals 
develop an identity within a practice, as opposed to identity being formed by a practice. This, in 
turn, could pose a more ontological challenge regarding whether humans are best understood as 
individuals or as existing within a social system. With ‘sense of self’, my goal is not to separate the 
individuals’ agency from the influence of social contexts, nor to diminish the impact of practices. 

It is rather to integrate individuals into the CoP perspective and direct the spotlight toward the 
individual’s agency in order to discuss students' opinions, attitudes, and perceptions of their 
educational journey. 

Discussion about the complexity of structures and power relations can be challenging if one 
relies solely on CoP theory (e.g. Fuller et al., 2005; Hodkinson et al., 2008; Salminen-Karlsson, 
2006). Although a CoP is described as a ‘joint enterprise’ and ‘relationships of mutual engagement’ 
(Wenger, 1998, p. 2), it does not explicitly encompass power dynamics. Even though Wenger-
Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2014) describe certain practices as ‘heavily guarded’, and accordingly 
give some recognition to the difficulties of becoming part of a CoP, there is a lack of concepts 
explaining this on a deeper level. Also, from my understanding, hierarchies—especially those 
reminiscent of master–apprentice or central–periphery dynamics—are sometimes portrayed as 
unproblematically neutral, and almost natural in the CoP perspective. That said, combining the 
more critical aspects of vocational habitus with CoP theory is not without its challenges, and my 
stance is initially critical rather than pragmatic. A pragmatic standpoint could have been to view 
workplaces as filled with old-timers (those who are established in the CoP) who enable or hinder 
students from becoming part of the practice, and orient habitus as another way of expressing the 
formation of an identity. However, with the help of the concept of vocational habitus, the 
processes (where individuals participate) that enable or hinder can be recognised within a social 
context where hierarchies are not natural but rather shaped by structural aspects related to power, 
like ethnicity, class, and gender. This, in turn, allows the concept of vocational becoming to 
encompass more structural issues regarding students' conditions in, or possibilities of, forming a 
vocational identity.  
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4 – Surveying the field of vocational identity formation 
This chapter concerns a survey of the field that presents previous research that underpins and 
contextualises the overall aim of the thesis. In addition to presenting prior research, this chapter 
establishes a connection between theory and the research review, placing vocational identity within 
a wider research context that extends beyond the theories discussed in the previous chapter, and 
illustrates the empirical contributions of the thesis.  

The survey is divided into two parts focused on participation in adult education and vocational learning. 
In the first part, participation in adult education, the focus is on previous research on motives for 
choosing and participating in adult education. This is discussed along with the role of adult 
education and what adult education (in particular, VET in MAE) is supposed to provide students. 
In vocational learning in different contexts, two themes are explored. The first one being how different 
identities are constructed and construed in different practices (mainly, the school and the work 
practice). Thereafter, vocational learning is explored in terms of learning vocational ideals and the 
challenges that can emerge in the learning process. Finally, the concluding remarks discuss this 
thesis’s contributions in greater detail.  

Swedish research is prominent in this study as it can more easily frame and nuance the 
educational environment in which the students in this study find themselves. It is worth noting, 
however, that even though this study mainly focuses on adult VET students in Sweden, 
international research is of great importance as it concerns issues in the proximity of this thesis; 
for example, different foci revolving around adult students in general. Also, research regarding 
different aspects of vocational becoming is not limited to a single country's educational system but 
can find common ground in the similar use of theoretical frameworks. 
 
Participation in adult education 

Research on participation in adult education is extensive. In Sweden, for example, adults have a 
breadth of milieus to study within, such as adult education schools (e.g. MAE or folk high schools) 
or higher education (e.g. HVE and university), and previous studies showcase that there can be a 
myriad of reasons as to why individuals choose to study as adults (Ahl, 2006; Bye et al., 2007; 
Kondrup, 2015; Rothes et al., 2014; Smitina, 2010; Wong & Kaur, 2017). Both motives and 
motivation are recurring themes, as in what motives are behind the choice to study and what 
motivations inspire them to continue their studies. For example, Rothes et al. (2014) study shows 
that adults have both extrinsic and intrinsic motives, or reasons, as to why they chose to participate 
in education. Intrinsic motives can include learning new things for fun (i.e., knowledge has value 
in and of itself), or increased social interaction. Instrumental (or extrinsic) motives instead value 
education as a means to achieve something else, such as income, or a specific job. However, 
different students’ participation are driven by different reasons; for example Bye et al. (2007) found 
that non-traditional students (that is undergrad students over 28 years of age) were more often 
driven by intrinsic motivation than younger ‘traditional’ students.  
 
Self-perception, motivation, and a multiplicity of identities 

One stream of research of interest to this thesis and its focus on identity concerns the issue of 
participation in education and identity, i.e. what the individual wants and why one wants to study 
affects their participation. In a study about undergraduate students, Wong and Kaur (2017) argue 
that vocational identity development is important in undergraduate learning, and career counselling 
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in pre-university contexts can aid students’ educational outcomes. In principle, this means helping 
prospective students make informed choices about what to study. This can be important, as the 
choice of education can be both a choice towards something as well as away from something, as 
pointed out by Klope (2015). Though Klope’s (2015) study is about VET in upper secondary school, 
she notes that the choice to ‘become a hairdresser’ can also be about avoiding ending up in an office. 

On the other hand, choosing to participate in education—regardless of the level—can be linked 
to aspects regarding how potential students see themselves and their motivation to study. This is 
illustrated by Rothes et al. (2014), who argue that it is important to investigate different variables 
regarding why adults choose to participate in adult learning. They argue that this is especially 
important when there is a risk that students who are primarily driven by extrinsic motives drop 
out of their studies (Rothes et al., 2014). This also connects to overall ideas of framing lifelong as 
a solution to increasing levels of unemployment. Also, as argued by Ahl (2006), considering lifelong 
learning to be the solution to increasing levels of unemployment there can result in the 
stigmatisation of any lack of motivation. There is a risk that those who are not engaged in improving 

themselves through education will be labelled ‘unmotivated’. This is more evident in countries with 
a strong focus on lifelong learning, like in Nordic countries where fewer low-skilled than high-
skilled workers participate in adult education (Dæhlen & Ure, 2009). Although some perceive the 
opportunity to retrain through adult education as a form of coercion as they are compelled to 
engage in adult education as an alternative to unemployment (Dæhlen & Ure, 2009).  

This also ties in to how individuals view themselves, which is also an important aspect of 
choosing to participate in adult education (Kondrup, 2015). As Kondrup (2015) indicates, 
individuals working in ‘unskilled jobs’ are less likely to perceive themselves as someone who is 
capable of being educated and the kind of person who participates in adult education. Basically, 
the problem can possibly be likened to circular reasoning where societal pressure on those who 
are not studying leads them to perceive themselves as uneducable, which in turn prevents them 
from studying which leads them to perceive themselves as uneducable, etc. This also raises 
questions about how identities are constructed within MAE, as well as how identities are assigned. 
In a study by Assarsson and Sipos-Zackrisson (2005), they argue that studying as an adult involves 
students enacting a multiplicity of subject positions when studying. In short, they argue that 
students act out different identities, which could include vocational identities, but also be identities 
stemming from other sources, such as those rooted in class, gender, and ethnicity as well as those 
rooted in different contexts, such as being a learner, partner, etc. Assarsson and Sipos-Zackrisson 
(2005) also argue that all these different identities also involve different repertoires associated with 
them, which are used to enact the various identities in different practices. In a study by Dahlstedt 
et al. (2018), they argue that MAE student narratives concerning their potential futures are both 
classed and gendered. They illustrate that students from working-class backgrounds often aim 
towards vocations centred on helping and caregiving, whereas those from middle-class 
backgrounds tend to view their vocations as a means of self-fulfilment. They also argue that this 
is especially notable for women, who tend to align their careers with family matters and concerns, 
further implying that the choice of career is shaped by societal norms that are gender-specific, 
revolving around perceptions of gendered abilities, skills, and competencies. This also raises 
questions about students’ self-perception within educational practices, particularly concerning 
which ideals are valued and how in- or exclusion can manifest in school. To this, Hägerström 
(2004), who studied how groups of us and them are constructed within MAE, notes that the creation 
of an ‘us versus them’ dynamic is often based on gender, ethnicity, and/or class. This also creates 
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a hierarchical ranking in terms of social status—both within and between groups—but that there 
may be an imbalance in how the ‘them’ is constructed. For instance, Hägerström (2004) 
exemplifies a group of MAE students with immigrant backgrounds who do not consider 
themselves part of a ‘them’, while others, with Swedish backgrounds (including staff) differentiate 
between ‘us, the Swedes’, and 'them, the immigrants’.  

Essentially, what previous research shows is that while education enables development, there 
are underlying questions as to how individuals perceive their opportunities for growth (and as to 
the root of these perceptions). The choice of education can be both a path toward something and 
a way to move away from something, and students carry a multitude of experiences and identities 
that influence their interactions, thereby either facilitating or hindering their educational success. 
Additionally, they are also classified and judged by their surroundings, which adds additional 
barriers that they must overcome. International research on adult students’ participation in studies 
shares similarities with the Swedish context, especially concerning the dual nature of adult 
education as both an opportunity and a requirement. Furthermore, even though the conditions for 
participation may differ, thematic questions regarding feelings of identity, inclusion, exclusion, and 
similar aspects are arguably universal human concerns that transcend national contexts. 
 
Barriers and influences  

Another stream of literature surrounding adults’ choice to study VET at the upper secondary level 
(which in this context implies MAE) concerns how the choice is made. There are various barriers 
and influences that either hinder or enable the choice to pursue education, and complicate or 
facilitate participation in (and completion of) education. Consequently, this becomes a matter of 
what opportunities and possibilities individuals have to choose (and subsequently form) a 
vocational identity. The choice to participate in MAE is made on an individual basis, but they are 
affected by external factors, such as societal structures, previous experiences of education and 
work, parents' educational backgrounds, etc., and some are even—in a way—forced (Daehlen, 
2005; Sandberg, 2016; van Tuijl & van der Molen, 2016). Although not focusing on adults or VET, 
van Tuijl and van der Molen (2016) show that the choice of education and career made by young 
adults is rooted in their childhood and they point to how occupational images affect this choice. 
They also note that, besides being influenced by aspects such as gender and class these images are 
influenced by ‘significant adults’ such as parents, teachers, and the media.   

Research shows that it can be difficult to say to what extent a potential student's background 
influenced their choice to study, but it is possible to discuss the extent to which education 
influences things like values and attitudes. For example, the choice of education may be the first 
step in realising one’s work preferences. There is also a temporal aspect to this, as both the reasons 
for choosing to pursue education and the effects of adult education have varied over time and 
space (Sandberg, 2016). However, Daehlen (2005) show that although job values, like the value of 
helping others (altruistic) or the possibilities of a high income (extrinsic), can change during 
education, these changes are small. Also, although some individuals may be motivated to pursue 
adult education as a second chance to turn their life around, others experience it as enforced, as 
they face the pressures of unemployment, or the withdrawal of welfare (Dæhlen & Ure, 2009). 
Some individuals may even feel that they have to give the impression that they are motivated to 
study (Sandberg, 2016). It could be noted that there exists a societal expectation in Sweden that 
individuals should at least have an upper secondary degree, and many vocations have that as their 
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minimum requirement (Knocke & Hertzberg, 2000). Furthermore, MAE has a special role in the 
integration of immigrants, as many study SFI and VET  in order to be able to establish themselves 
in the labour market (Muhrman & Andersson, 2022). Also, since previous competencies of 
immigrants are widely unrecognised (Kuusipalo et al., 2021) adds to the importance of MAE to 
immigrants. Especially as there also is a lower likelihood that students with a migrant background 
(males in particular) fully transition to qualified training (Beicht & Walden, 2017).  

In relation to this, previous research has shown that study counsellors hold an important role 
in broadening potential students’ perceptions of educational opportunities, as they help students 
navigate a complex world where their choices may be limited by factors such as gender, ethnicity, 
and socio-economic background (Borghans et al., 2015; Eriksson et al., 2018). However, there is 
also a risk that students without an academic background only receive information about 
vocational education, as much support is based upon the students ideas of what they want to do, 
and less on other pathways in life (Eriksson et al., 2018). As Eriksson et al. (2018) point out, if 
students receive insufficient help (e.g. from guidance counsellors), their ability to find information 
about other opportunities in life is limited by their friends and family. This also carries the risk of 
reproducing unequal class structures even before education has started. Also, as Hovdhaugen and 
Opheim (2018) note, there are challenges in getting those who have not yet participated in adult 
education to become interested in adult education. Furthermore, regarding those who do not 
participate in adult education, Van Nieuwenhove and De Wever (2022) found that the barriers for 
medium- and high-educated adults were explained in terms of work and family. They found that 
for low-educated adults, the most important barrier could not be defined, even though family and 
dispositional barriers (e.g. low self-esteem, negative educational experiences) are offered as a possible 
explanation for not participating in adult education. Similar arguments regarding the influence of 
dispositional barriers are made by Wojecki (2007), who note that previous educational experiences 
affect one's self-image as a learner. This does not mean that all previous experiences are negative; 
some yield knowledge and skills that can that can prove valuable within the framework of a VET 
even if they can be ‘translated’ into useful vocational skills (Somerville, 2006). Furthermore, in 
countries such as Sweden, with low structural barriers (e.g. that education is free, accessible, 
flexible, and gives the right to financial support) and high participation in adult education, there 
seems to be a more positive climate toward adult education in general (Hovdhaugen & Opheim, 
2018). 
 
Vocational learning in different contexts  

Vocational learning can occur in a wide range of contexts, and this has consequences for how 
students develop their vocational identity. As different conditions and logics for identity formation 
exist in the school environment and the workplace, this is of particular interest within an 
educational framework that involves transitioning from, or back and forth, between school and 
the workplace. Research aimed at vocational learning in schools is an extensive research field that 
can be addressed on many levels. The focus can be on students and their learning, both in relation 
to vocational knowledge and general subjects (Christidis, 2020; Ferm, 2021a; Högberg, 2009; 
Klope, 2015, 2020; Muhrman, 2016), or on the school itself or the teachers (Berglund, 2009; 
Eriksson et al., 2018; Fjellström, 2017; Mårtensson, 2021). Learning at work is also an extensive 
field of research (Billett, 2008, 2010; Billett & Pavlova, 2005; Billett & Somerville, 2004), and 
although learning is attributed to school contexts, graduation in and of itself is not a final 
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destination for learning. Just as individuals’ dispositions shape how they experience and interact 

with the workplace, workplace activities can also reinforce an individual’s knowledge about 
workplace expectations, and they can also initiate changes (Billett, 2008). Furthermore, research 
on learning at work can highlight how individuals are influenced by other occupations and by 
different positions within a hierarchy; e.g. how workers experience and react to managers affects 
their identities (Felstead et al., 2009). Also, viewing identity at the occupational, activity-based, and 
individual levels, it is also possible to analyse how vocational identities are bound by context 
(Thunborg, 1999). However, as workplace learning is sometimes described as informal learning 
(compared to formal education; e.g. learning in schools) labelling workplaces as informal can be 
criticised as constraining understanding of how learning occurs (Billett, 2002). 

What is more, vocational learning in VET usually takes place within the framework of either 
education or work, and much earlier research focuses on either education or work; not both 
(Hodkinson et al., 2008). However, this seems to not be the case in more contemporary research, 
as the prominent perspective of crossing boundaries between school and work in VET captures 
both learning in different contexts and transitions between them (Akkerman & Bakker, 2012; Berner, 
2010; Endedijk & Bronkhorst, 2014; Jonasson, 2014). On the other hand, there are few studies 
focusing on the same students in both contexts (Endedijk & Bronkhorst, 2014), in addition to 
witnessing these students' paths through education (and beyond, regarding AN students) which is 
one of the contributions of this study. 
 
Different contexts, different identities 

When it comes to research regarding the organisation of VET, the focus often lies on the practices 
in which the students learns; that is, school and vocational practice, and crossing the boundaries 
between school and work plays an important role in students’ development (Akkerman & Bakker, 
2012; Berner, 2010). However, even if the practices are physically distinct (e.g. the school’s 
classroom and the workplace’s elderly care facility) defining boundaries can be difficult (Jonasson, 
2014). Also, differences between these contexts can complicate students’ learning (Endedijk & 
Bronkhorst, 2014), especially if the various practices advocate different things. Moreover, it could 
be said that students learn in different ways in different practices (Schaap et al., 2012). 
Furthermore, as Jonasson (2014) argues, there is a need for research focusing on the negotiations 
that shape boundary connections between school and work practices. This could involve both the 
connections between school and work and what creates divisions or boundaries, as students’ 

negotiations and their participation in and between school and work practices are crucial for how 
they transition into vocational practice. 

This raises questions about identity, organisational culture, individual agency, and encounters 
with the individual and the social, why adults should study, and how they should be treated. MAE 
is intended to help students work and become active in society (SNAE, 2017), which applies to 
both the school-based aspect and WBL. Within the school-based aspect of education, teachers 
have more control over the activities that take place, but vocational practice also has a big impact. 
In work-based learning Ahlgren and Tett (2010) found that learner identity is shaped by 
interactions between individuals and the activities that surround workplaces. In addition, in VET 
students’ experience, workplace activities are seen as more ‘real’ than school-based activities (Ferm, 
2021b). However, pedagogical structures are important, as being an active learner and trying to 
construct meaning from experiences may need some sort of pedagogical intervention help in 
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identifying nuances and themes (Billett, 2017). Although, as Billett (2017) implies, experiences is 
needed for learning, but students also need pedagogic practices that can help them in their learning.  

Pedagogical interventions can be carried out by teachers in a school, supervisors at WBL, or 
colleagues in a workplace. In addition, continuity in teaching, or having the same teachers can be 
difficult within MAE, given the continuous enrolment (Fejes et al., 2018). In addition, Ruhose et 
al. (2019) show that even if participation in work-related training affects a variety of aspects, it 
seems that increased civic/political participation mostly happens with those who are highly 
educated or those who are high-earners. Learning in different practices, in turn, place the question 
about vocational identity development in the crossroads between the personal and the structural. 
Questions regarding personal aspects, such as habitus, gender, ethnicity, etc., are set in relation to 
cultural ones; in particular school and workplace culture (Braun, 2012; Carter, 2014; Colley et al., 
2003; Skeggs, 1997). For example, as Vilhjálmsdóttir and Arnkelsson (2013) show that habitus, in 
the form of individuals’ cultural consumption (cultural experiences they are interested in or engage 
with) is linked to gender and class. This, in turn, is an important variable regarding how individuals 
perceive various vocations and how they envision potential professional futures.  

In short, the context or practice in which students learn a vocation influence the vocational 
identities they will develop. This, in turn, forms the basis for how they perceive themselves in their 
vocational roles and, consequently, how they view their vocation as a whole. Moreover, it also 
influences how they enact their identity, or how they participate in other practices. Essentially, 
there is a reciprocal type of relationship between the individual and the social, as individuals shape 
how they interact within a practice, which in turn, affects them as individuals. 
 
Employability and identities  

The question of employability is a matter that concerns daily work within MAE. But is also a broad 
research area, and employability is a social value that is strongly connected to VET in MAE 
(Wärvik, 2013). Besides being somewhat of a cornerstone, helping students gain opportunities for 
work (SNAE, 2017), it can also indicate a degree of quality. At least from the perspective of the 
principals who interpret quality as the ability to make education flexible enough to meet the 
individual needs of students but also to meet the demands of the labour market and make students 
more employable (Andersson & Muhrman, 2021). Nonetheless, there are VET teachers who argue 
that the goals set up by SNAE are inadequate to prepare students for working life, and as discussed 
by Wärvik (2013), course content can differ between schools, even if the subject is the same. 

Furthermore, as argued by Fejes (2010), the increasing focus of adult education is directed at 
creating employable individuals. This could initially be interpreted as implying that school practice 
should serve the ideals of the vocational practice—if they are interpreted as two separate practices. 
After all, completing adult education can strengthen students’ self-esteem (Tønder & Aspøy, 2017) 
and a workplace culture can potentially change negative self-perceptions (Ahlgren & Tett, 2010). 
The relationship between the practices is, however, complex. Basically, learning in different 
contexts create different learning experiences (Endedijk & Bronkhorst, 2014), and on top of that, 
identities formed after graduation are greatly influenced by the type of employment one finds 
(Felstead et al., 2009; Thunborg, 1999). For example, in health and care work there are different 
types of workplaces where different employees can be given special tasks, which means that their 
vocational identities develop in relation to these workplaces (Thunborg, 1999), which arguably 
could also be case with students doing WBL. Additionally, a similar observation can be made in 
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school settings, as teachers may value various types of knowledge differently, depending on their 
preferences (Evans et al., 2010). 

The school and vocational practices can also contradict each other, which, again, indicates that 
different learning outcomes can come from each practice (Fjellström & Kristmansson, 2016). 
Some workplaces can create constructed tasks in order to meet course syllabi, but failing to do so 
can make it difficult for students to develop the vocational skills that their educational programme 
deems important. If nothing else, these contradictions form a sort of divide between practices that 
can lead to misunderstandings and, possibly, a lack of coherence in the education (Lensjø, 2020). 
In addition, Billett (2005) also argues that learning to perform vocational tasks in different 
environments will likely result in different outcomes. A similar argument is made by Fjellström 
and Kristmansson (2016), who believe that the activities at a workplace not only affect the learning 
outcome itself but also opportunities to reach educational goals. However, on an individual student 
level, it can be difficult to fully grasp what the student’s goals may be, which in turn may be even 
more the case in the context of adult learning. Wärvik (2013) concludes that adult students have 
needs other than their educational needs that affect whether they complete their courses. Wärvik 
(2013) also notes that teachers view teaching as something more than transferring educational 
content, as it also includes existential and psychological aspects. Regardless of whether these align 
with the overall goals of education or represent teachers’ personal beliefs, they still have a role in 
assisting students in navigating their education and the potential divides associated with it. 
 
Different expectations of school and workplaces 

There is research that aims to describe learning and practice, highlighting both the advantages and 
disadvantages of each. For example, Billett (2002) strongly argues that experiences gained from 
workplaces—and, as noted by Vaughan (2018), the authenticity that comes from learning a 
vocation at a workplace—can be difficult to replace. Also, learning at work is no passive 
commitment, as, although learning is directed toward sustaining the work practice, individuals’ 
engagement is shaped by their values, subjectivities, and identities (Billett et al., 2004). On the other 
hand, a VET teacher can have a broader educational goal than the more instrumental focus of the 
industry (Berner, 2010), and learning in a formal educational context can be helpful, as workplaces 
in themselves can be quite overwhelming (Schaap et al., 2012). Overall, previous research has 
shown that the work of VET teachers is crucial for students to learn how to navigate both school 
and vocational practice and to (consequently) succeed in their school-to-work transitions 
(Jonasson, 2014; Köpsén, 2014; Nylund & Gudmundson, 2017; Rehn & Eliasson, 2015; 
Ryökkynen, 2020; Wärvik, 2013).  

As Billett et al. (2010) argue, students need access to different types of cultural, economic, and 
social capital in order to make fruitful transitions from school to working life. However, they also 
point out that even if students have access to some forms of capital, not all forms of capital are 
equally useful in negotiating post-school transitions. Also, students do not progress from student 
to master simply because they graduated; they need to be recognised as novices and learners in order 
to transition to more comprehensive vocational roles (Eklund et al., 2021). On the other hand, a 
broader understanding of the school-to-working life transition could be beneficial for students. As 
an example, Masdonati et al. (2010) argue that treating the transition as something progressive and 
gradual instead of something fixed in time (like something occurring at graduation) could reduce 
attrition and decrease the number of dropouts. This could also be compared to going from the 
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periphery to a more central part of a CoP (Lave & Wenger, 1991), but there are linguistic nuances 
in a vocational identity in (and in combination with) different transitional phases, especially 
between school and working life 

Furthermore, depending on the educational system, how students are supported can be 
organised differently, although an important aspect of this organisation is how imagined future 
identities are provided to the students (Helms Jørgensen, 2013). This applies not only to transitions 
from school to working life, but also from VET to higher education. For example, Katartzi and 
Hayward (2020) note that students with a VET background experience greater attrition in higher 
education (and thereby a higher dropout rate), compared to students with more of an academic 
educational background. Katartzi and Hayward (2020) further argue that friction partly occurs 
because of how different knowledges are structured and valued, but also that attrition occurs in 
the meeting between vocational habitus and pedagogical expectations within higher education.  

As learning activities in MAE take place in both school and vocational practice, VET in MAE 
must adhere to both practices. This could imply a pedagogical dilemma, where VET teachers end 
up primarily adapting to either students’ needs or the demands of the labour market (Hultqvist & 
Hollertz, 2021). This affects students’ vocational identity formation but also influences how other 
types of identities are shaped. For example, as noted by Brockmann and Laurie (2016), prioritising 
workplace skills tends to create worker or vocational identities, whereas conceptual knowledge 
creates learner identities. Still, even if education is heavily guided by market relevance and 
employability it may also strengthen the academic/vocational divide as well as the social/class 
divide (Nylund et al., 2018). This also raises the question about the divide on an epistemological 
level. For example, how VET students value vocational, or practical, knowledge is valued in 
contrast to academic, or theoretical knowledge. This is a recurring problem in VET, and not only 
affects the learning in vocational studies but also matters of citizenship preparation (Nylund et al., 
2020). Especially when what is classified as theoretical knowledge is devalued, as Ferm (2021b) 
notes, there is a tendency among to VET students to place higher value on ‘vocational knowledge’; 
that is knowledge and skills that are directly applicable to solving daily tasks. Something similar is 
discussed by Fjellström and Kristmansson (2016), who note that there are instances where 
workplace demands even override the goals of education.  

Furthermore, demands from the vocation affects the conditions of VET teachers’ work to 
varying degrees (Christidis, 2020). For example, laws, regulations, working methods, or tools used 
in the vocation may change, and this can be demanding for teachers who want to keep up to date. 
Considering the divide, this could also be a question of the VET teachers’ own identity—whether 
they primarily see themselves as craftsmen or teachers (Nylund & Gudmundson, 2017). Although 
they argue that both types of VET teachers are necessary, they also note that how teachers view 
themselves is an important factor for how they view knowledge related to school or vocational 
culture. To add complexity, different types of VET teacher identities can cause different problems 
if the teachers' own vocational identities are too far removed from the students' future vocation 
(Rehn & Eliasson, 2015). For example, if VET teachers with a nursing background convey the 
nurses’ idea of the duties of the assistant nurse instead of former assistant nurses in charge of the 
teaching. In essence, besides teaching students their vocation, VET teachers are examples of what 
different experiences can lead to (Wenger, 2010).  
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Learning vocational ideals 

The process of transition into working life is not something that prior research necessarily sees as 
a one-off at the end of education. Rather, it can be a multitude of process, like becoming an adult, 
moving between socio-economic positions, and gaining stable employment, etc. (Helms 
Jørgensen, 2013). For some, learning a new vocation is also about attaining a new style of life 
(Tanggaard, 2006). Furthermore, these transitional processes start before and continue after 
graduation and are influenced by all the different practices where students interact; not only in 
schools and workplaces, but also by friends and family (Masdonati et al., 2010).  

In order to learn a vocation and to be included in a CoP after graduation, VET students must 
develop knowledge, abilities, skills, characteristics, talents, know-how, competences, peculiarities, 
and gain experience (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998, 2000). This can come in the form of 
more or less abstract expectations; e.g. in healthcare you are expected to be respectable, (Huppatz, 
2010), or to be driven and motivated by altruistic reasons (Carter, 2014; Rehn & Eliasson, 2015). 
On the other hand, learning a vocation as in becoming the right one for the job could also be described 
as a process of orienting oneself to vocational ideals (Colley et al., 2003; Rehn & Eliasson, 2015). 
Initially, at the beginning of their education, students’ backgrounds and habitus may differ slightly, 
but most will undergo a form of mental homogenisation during their education to avoid the risk 
of not passing (Nitzler & Frykholm, 1993). Colley et al. (2003) describe this as students orienting 
their own habitus towards the vocational habitus expected of vocational culture. In other words, 
students seeking a specific vocational community will be transformed in accordance with the ideals 
advocated by the specific vocational culture, which can take place both within educational as well 
as vocational practice. The students’ image of what knowledge is desirable, as well as what ideals 
they are expected to achieve, is fundamentally something that has been influenced by their gender, 
class, and ethnicity (Carter, 2014; Huppatz, 2010; Rehn & Eliasson, 2015). But it should also be 
added that although students’ backgrounds affect students’ choice of education (as well as their 
opportunities to pass), it takes more than having the right background for students to engage in 
their vocational life (Ferm et al., 2019).  

The vocational ideals students encounter are also fraught with contradictions, and as Colley et 
al. (2003) point out, there is a tug-of-war between two types of desirable ideals—one idealised and 
one realised. As an example, an idealised ideal in healthcare expect healthcare professionals to be 
associated with loving care, but the realised ideal requires a certain harshness in everyday life practices. 
They further argue the need to strike a balance between these two ideals. This has also been pointed 
out by Thunborg (1999), who believes that vocational identities contain both ideal beliefs and 
everyday realities, where ideal beliefs are set against the logic and challenges of everyday life. 
Different ideals can also be framed as different subjects. For example, Skeggs (1997) found that 
students construct a care-ideal as a practical one, as opposed to academic/theoretical ideal. This 
can also have an impact on students’ sense of belonging, which in turn is linked to externally 
identifiable identity markers, such as work clothes, mastering skills, being in a workshop, having 
fun with colleagues, using specific tools, etc. Also, Assarsson and Sipos-Zackrisson (2005) 
observed how different identities were created in education; they highlight how adult students in 
MAE display different types of social repertoires in relation to their studies; e.g. in the form of 
making a living, learning, or self-realisation. Furthermore, this also affects transitions from 
education to work, although different students from different VET programmes face different 
problems. For example, Helms Jørgensen (2013) believes that students in technical education, such 
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as car mechanics, have a clear idea of what the vocation entails and the transition from education 
to work goes smoothly.  

Also, the question about where students ‘end up’ after completing their education can be about 
students’ self-perception, or how their self-image is related to demands and expectations. For 
instance, Skeggs (1997) suggests that a caring identity is not solely about ‘doing good’ but also 
about experiencing a sense of self-fulfilment. In other words, the process of self-realisation is not 
solely about the actions themselves but rather the subjective experience and fulfilment derived 
from those actions. This can be compared to Fejes and Nicoll (2010), who argues that experiencing 
that kind of feeling could become a powerful incentive to pursue a vocation; especially when 
unemployment is the alternative. However, the potential need for fulfilment can be somewhat 
problematic when learning a vocation, especially as that process concerns navigating the constant 
tug-of-war between idealised and realised vocational ideals (compare this to Colley, James, Diment, 
et al. 2003). This problem can be noted in a study by Lagercrantz All (2017) about adult students’ 
experiences in healthcare and nursing education within MAE. She found that that the more 
students participated in the vocation the more demands were placed on them. She argues that in 
this process, students face several critical points where they are forced to navigate their trajectories 
of participation towards or away from the vocation. As Lagercrantz All notes, these critical points 
may be that students perceive themselves as having insufficient language skills or cultural 
knowledge. They could also include questions related to how vocational identities should be 
enacted in vocational practice; of how to behave or perform when faced with certain tasks.  
 
Concluding remarks on the survey of the field 

There is research that focuses on learning in school, in the workplace, and on transitions between 
them. However, few studies focus on vocational identity development for adult students and even 
fewer follow students’ processes over time. What this thesis aspires to do is explore the vocational 
identity formation of MAE students by following them throughout different stages in VET and 
into working life. That is, it has a focus on different processes of identity formation at different 
stages in VET from the perspective of adult students and how their perceptions (of themselves, 
their education, and their vocation) change over time.  

To this end, there seems to be a significant body of research indicating that learning through 
‘practical’ rather than theoretical activities is preferable, especially when the activities have more 
of a ‘realistic’ approach. The direction of the research also suggests that teachers, VET students, 
and job market prefer this practical/realistic approach (in contrast to a theoretical approach). 
Although some researchers problematise and critically engage with this theory, what is missing is 
research that demonstrates how the interactions between practices impact students, particularly 
research incorporating a temporal perspective.  

This survey of the field is somewhat predominant in Swedish empirical studies and international 
references receive the most attention in general aspects and overarching phenomena. The rationale 
behind this is that vocational identity and the process of becoming a professional are more 
universal phenomena that can be experienced regardless of where in the world one happens to be. 
However, the MAE context in which vocational becoming takes place is significant in the 
development and formation of a vocational identity. Therefore, the study’s goals have been to 
remain empirically close to the context within which the students in this study are situated.  
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Based on what is argued here, this thesis aspires to address the gaps that I believe exist in the 
research field. However, how exactly this thesis fits into the broader research field can be 
understood from different perspectives. From a process perspective, it follows VET students over 
time, providing insight through the process of attending adult education rather than analysing 
'outcomes’ or the just the end results of an educational process. From an adult learning perspective, 
it provides a broader understanding of what participation in adult education can lead to. 
Additionally, from an educational perspective, it examines the process of students learning a 
vocation, in particular how and why adults learn. Furthermore, the thesis provides a perspective 
on adults’ learning in formal vocational practice in sparsely researched fields. There is certainly a 
lot of research that addresses healthcare and nursing professions, which also includes assistant 
nurses, even if they are possibly somewhat underrepresented professions in that context. However, 
there is not much research on vocational becoming for craftsmen as adults (Swedish: hantverkare), 
particularly floor layers. Even though my hope is to fill some of the identified gaps, such as adult 
VET students' experiences, adult learning outcomes, and vocational becoming in MAE (for 
craftsmen in particular), the objective is not to merely provide a definitive solution to the issues 
identified above, but to highlight new gaps that additional research can help address. 
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5 – Methodological approach and implementations  
In this chapter, I will discuss my methodological approach from planning to implementation, and 
how various discussions have influenced the methodological choices I have made. This chapter 
are divided into two parts—the design, where the implementations of the study are presented—and 
the methodological considerations, where different aspects are discussed. Finally, a critical reflection on 
the methodological approach is presented. 
 
Design 

In this section, I discuss the methodological design of the study; the selection of programmes and 
schools, how contact was established, and how contextual understanding was created. An 
additional focus is on explaining how interviews were prepared, how data was stored and analysed, 
and the extent to which the theoretical framework influenced the analyses. 

This thesis follows two groups of students from two different MAE schools—one AN 
programme, and one FL programme—and addresses various aspects of adult students’ educational 

journey. To answer the study’s aim and research questions qualitative semi-structured interviews 
were used throughout the study. The process that ultimately led to interviews with students was 
conducted in the following steps: first, the first VET-programme for the study was chosen. Next, 
schools offering the programme was identified, teachers were contacted, and then a school was 
chosen to visit. Subsequently, a contextual study was carried out where students were followed for 
a week and the students were later interviewed when available. Afterwards, the process was 
repeated with the next VET programme. After that, I contact the students directly for the 
subsequent interview rounds. The thesis was designed with a longitudinal perspective in mind, 
where the goal was to interview all students on three different occasions—at the beginning of their 
studies, at the end of their studies, and one year after graduation. Therefore, a certain level of 
attrition or dropout, was anticipated over the length of the study, which is why ten AN students 
and all FL students were interviewed. However, although a certain level of dropout was expected, 
half of the AN students and all the FL students were unavailable for the third round of interviews 
(see Table 2). The reasons for the students’ dropout from the educational study remains unclear, 
as many of them proved unreachable, despite multiple attempts using various methods to reach 
out. Additionally, despite the longitudinal approach, only the findings presented in the fourth (and 
to some extent, the third) article are longitudinal in nature. 
 
Table 1: A summary of the data-collection process 

Spring 2019 Autumn 2019 

context-study—AN context-study—FL 
4 teacher interviews 1 teacher interview 
First round of AN interviews (n =10) First round of FL interviews (n =8) 

  
Spring 2020 Spring 2021 

Second round of AN interviews (n =7) Third round of AN interviews (n =5) 
Second round of FL interviews (n =5)   
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Selection of VET programmes  

Programme selection was influenced by various factors. Gender distribution (both within school 
and vocational contexts), along with the pedagogical structures and the scope of each programme 
became key elements. The goal was to also study MAE programmes that had an educational 
equivalent in upper secondary school. This choice was made to ease comparisons with other 
research; specifically, research directed toward distinct VET programmes in upper secondary 
school. 

The AN programme was the first programme chosen, the main reason for which is that it is 
arguably the largest programme within MAE at the national level. In principle it can be assumed 
that if there is some sort of MAE under the auspices of a specific municipality, there will be an 
AN programme. Furthermore, of the five most-frequently completed courses within MAE, all are 
included in the programmes with an AN degree (SNAE, 2018). Also, among the different 
occupational orientations in MAE—health and social care (i.e. AN)—accounted for 18,600 
students (SNAE, 2022a). The AN vocation is also the most common vocation in Sweden, and 
91% of those working as AN are women (Statistics Sweden, 2020c). On the other hand, 29.5% of 
those in MAE who study AN are men (SNAE, 2022a). Important criteria for the choice was that 
the programme should be full-time, occur during daytime, and span three terms/semesters to ease 
the process of following the students. Another requirement was that the programme had to have 
an equivalent in upper secondary school in order to facilitate potential comparisons (in this case it 
fell within the framework of the health and social care programme). 

With the goal of obtaining a broader understanding of vocational identity formation, the second 
programme was chosen in contrast to the AN programme. The AN programme (as well as the 
vocation) it notably dominated by women and provides a ‘broad career-exit’, with opportunities 
available in several different contexts. Furthermore, students who complete the programme are 
considered fully trained—at least in the context of not needing to undertake any post-educational 
apprenticeships. The goal was therefore primarily set on getting in touch with a kind of MAE 
programme that could provide a different type of career path, that was male-dominated, had a 
narrower career-exit, and preferably carried the expectation of a post-educational apprenticeship. 
Still, the goal was set on a programme that was organised as full-time and occurred during daytime 
(although it had to be limited to two semesters in order to align with the AN students’ progression) 
This focused attention on MAE programmes that share similarities with upper secondary school 
programs designed to train craftsmen and tradesmen—that is programmes within building and 
construction, electricity and energy, and VVS (which stands for heat, ventilation and sanitation), 
roughly translated to HVAC (heating, ventilation, and air conditioning), and property maintenance. 
However, these programmes in MAE are not as common as the AN programme and involved 
only 6,393 students in 2021 (SNAE, 2022a). This also means that fewer municipalities offer these 
programmes and students who wish to pursue such an education may have to travel between 
municipalities to a greater extent than those who want to enrol in an AN programme. 

In light of this, the FL programme was chosen. Regarding gender distribution, about 99% of 
floor layers in Sweden are male (Statistics Sweden, 2017). The programme could be described as 
having a narrow ‘career-exit’, as it is usually a seen as a specialisation, or possible career-exit, within 
the building and construction programme, like concrete workers, tilers, bricklayers, etc. The FL 
programme in this study therefore includes courses from the building and construction program 
which are also spread over a relatively short period of time (two semesters) making it a comparably 
short educational programme. Also, as evident in the context study, a significant portion of the 
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education occurs within a workshop setting or through WBL, with the intention that once students 
are actively involved in WBL, they should not have to ‘return’ to a traditional school environment. 
Furthermore, after graduation, students transition into a post-educational apprenticeship period 
within a company (see more about pedagogical structure below).  
 
Establishing school contact (for both programmes) 

After the AN programme was chosen, several education providers in different municipalities were 
contacted. The delimitation was that the programme should be coherent (in the sense that the 
education can be likened to a training program and not a hodgepodge of freestanding courses), 
onsite (not distance-based learning), and geographically accessible. Teachers were recognised as 
the most important gatekeepers for both conducting a context study and establishing contact with 
students. However, teachers’ contact information is not always easily accessible, so the initial focus 
was primarily directed toward principals. Also, as it is important to sometimes “seek a more 
appropriate person to negotiate with” (MacDougall & Fudge, 2001, p. 122), both school principals 
and municipal officials were the first to be contacted—first via email and then by phone where 
they were informed about the study. Both interest and response rates were initially low, and as I 
received responses, my focus shifted towards contacting teachers.  

Once in contact with teachers, I passed on information about the purpose and structure of the 
study, and the teachers were asked whether they were willing to assist with the context study as 
well as help in getting in touch with students. An important aspect influencing the choice of school 
was based on where teachers showed the greatest interest in participating. However, in addition to 
the criteria I had for selecting which educational institutions to investigate, the final choice of the 
school largely relied on the interest shown by the teachers.  

The process of establishing contact with FL educational programming was carried out in a 
similar way as in AN education. The main difference was the smaller range of available 
programmes, as well as the larger geographical spread. Moreover, the overall response rate from 
the various schools was low. As a result, the decision was ultimately made in favour of FL 
education, not only because it met the requirements but also because the teacher expressed 
significant interest in participating. 
 
Preliminary study for contextual understanding 

Data collection should not begin before the researcher has clearly identified the research question 
(Bryman, 2012). To accommodate this, I needed a contextual understanding of the milieus in 
which students participate. In other words, I required a better understanding of the MAE schools, 
the teachers, and the students I would be interviewing before I conducted the interviews. As I 
needed contextual understanding, two context-studies were conducted (one for each programme) 
before the first round of interviews. The purpose of the context studies was to gain contextual 
understanding of the programmes; particularly regarding educational content as well as the school 
environments in which the students were studying. The goal was also to gain a better idea of the 
students and their learning environment in order to better plan for the interview study. The context 
studies consisted of: one week of participatory observations at the schools (January 2019 for the 
AN programme, and August 2019 for the FL programme); interviews with the VET teachers; and 
informal conversations and discussions with all teachers and students. In addition, course syllabi 
for the courses the students took were examined.  
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The selection of the teachers for the teacher interviews was based on two criteria; the teacher must 
be responsible for educational activities, and must see themselves as a VET teacher. This excluded 
language teachers, the AN students' psychology teacher, etc. The sample therefore included all 
VET teachers in the two programmes, five in total (the FL programme only had one VET teacher). 
An interview guide was used (see appendix 2) and interviews were recorded on a dictaphone, 
although not all interviews were transcribed in their entirety, as their function was to give 
contextual understanding rather than form a major part of the main study. The preliminary 
interviews played a helpful role in later shaping my interactions with the students during the 
context studies. They helped establish shared reference points and made discussions about topics 
like courses, tools, and expectations with the students more manageable. 

The context studies did not yield any findings that were used directly when generating empirical 
data from the interviews. However, they indirectly contributed by providing a better understanding 
of the educational and pedagogical contexts. Additionally, they allowed for interactions with the 
students and the opportunity to establish a certain level of familiarity between us. Also, these initial 
connections, although superficial, likely affected the process of recruiting students to the main study. 

There were two other outcomes linked to the two context studies. The first context study, 
which was connected to AN education, led to a refinement of the aim of the thesis, placing greater 
emphasis on students' perspectives and subsequently narrowing the scope in relation to other 
supplementary data collection methods.  
 
Differences in pedagogical structures 

It emerged from the findings of the context studies that there were differences in the pedagogical 
structures of the two programmes. This was expected prior the context studies based partially on 
my preconceptions but also on the information available about the two programmes; for example 
how they were described and what types of courses were included. The AN programme in this 
study is more oriented around learning activities under the auspices of the school. That is, both 
lessons with more of a theoretical as well as a practical focus take place in ‘ordinary’ classrooms and 
are interspersed with excursions and WBL. The AN students' WBLs were divided into three 
continuous periods over three semesters, and to some extent they have the opportunity to choose 
where they will be placed, and during their third semester their choice of specialisation is also taken 
into account. Regarding the FL programme, although they have a classroom, they call ‘the theory 
room’ (i.e., a ‘regular, classroom’), the learning activities have a clear focus on practicing and testing 
knowledge and skills in the school’s workshop. The teachers’ plan with the programme is that the 
students are phased out to WBL as fast as the teacher deems them competent. Students are 
encouraged to gain a WBL place themselves, and once out at WBL, the focus is on continuing to 
develop in vocational practice rather than going back and forth between WBL and the classroom. 
 
Selection of informants and dropouts 

As soon as I met the students, I informed them about the study, and in connection with informal 
conversations with the students, they got the opportunity to register their interest in participating 
in the study as informants. According to SNAE (2018), within MAE at basic and upper secondary 
levels, about 70% completed a course between 2008 and 2017, and some dropouts from both 
programmes (and, accordingly, as informants) was expected. This was also considered when the 
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size of the interview group was determined, and among those who expressed interest, ten AN 
students and eight FL students were selected (which made up the whole class). In connection with 
the first interview, they were also informed about the study, and consent was obtained via a form. 
Among the AN students, there were three men (which made up all the men in the class) and seven 
women, and of the FL students, all were men. The age range of the informants was between 20 
and 43, though most FL students were in the range of 20–25, and most AN students were between 
25–30. Previous educational experiences varied, although everyone had previously started (though 
not necessarily completed) education or vocational training at what could be described as the upper 
secondary level (and two had graduated from post-secondary school). 

During the second round of the interview, there were five dropouts in total. Initially the idea 
was to interview students, even if they dropped out of their educational programme or if they 
failed to get a job in their chosen vocational field. However, there were three FL students and one 
AN student who could not be found, and in addition, two (male) AN students declined further 
participation in the study. For the third and final interview round, only five AN students remained 
and all FL students were unreachable, despite multiple attempts to get in contact with them via 
phone, text messages, mail, and contact through their VET teacher.  
 
Why two different programmes?  

One of the primary motivations for comparing two VET programmes with substantial differences 
is to gain a broad perspective on different relationships between individuals and education. In 
addition, questions about vocational identity also come with follow-up questions related to other 
aspects of identity, which is particularly interesting, as students’ perceptions have the possibility to 
change through participation in school and vocational practice. Another reason behind the choice 
of the two programmes was to enable comparisons and making connections between gender and 
educational/career choices, vocational perceptions, and experiences. Additionally, different 
pedagogical structures could also help illuminate how diverse practices and student experiences 
form different identities and different senses of self. This extends not only to how students 
perceive the relationship between school and working life but also to the varying dynamics 
between different landscapes of practice (that is, between different schools and the accompanying 
vocations). Essentially, the idea is to be able to broaden the question about vocational identity 
development in general, instead of being confined to a specific vocational culture. 
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Table 2: A list of participants in the three rounds of interviews 

Student name Interview 1  Interview 2  Interview 3  
Abena X X X 
Ajda X X X 
Amanda  X X X 
Amir X X X 
Anna  X X X 
Alea X X – 
Ayana X X – 
Abas X – – 
Altair X – – 
An Ni X – – 
Faazel X X – 
Farid X X – 
Fatos X X – 
Filip X X – 
Florim X X – 
Farid X –  – 
Fikru X – – 
Freidoon X – – 

 
Interview guides  

In order to focus on how the interviewees understand their processes, all interview guides were 
constructed as semi-structured interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Bryman, 2012). Despite 
semi-constructed interviews being a flexible method, a lack of structure can make it harder to 
ensure that all relevant topics are covered, or if the informant deviates too far from the study’s 

central aims. However, this is (to some extent) counteracted by the interview guide. Also, although 
Bryman (2012) insists that leading questions should not be used, semi-structured interviews can 
take the form of a conversation, and leading questions can be used to “test the reliability of the 
interviewee's answers and verify the interviewer’s interpretations” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, pp. 
214, my translation). It should also be noted that new interview guides were constructed before 
each new round of interviews in line with the purpose of each article, and adapted from previous 
lessons learned.  

The interview guide for the first round initially consisted of 13 questions (with potential follow 
up questions). ‘Initially’ is used here as the interview guides also underwent some changes during 
the interview round based on lessons learned from conducting interviews; e.g. regarding structure, 
similar questions that are repeated, etc. The questions in the guide were distributed between five 
themes covering questions about: the informant, how and why they chose to study VET in MAE, 
what their educational and future goals where, how they perceive vocational competence, and their 
vocational identity (see appendix 3). The interview guide for the second round (at the end of the 
students’ education) followed the same structure as for the first round, although it instead initially 
consisted of 12 questions (see appendix 4). Some questions were reused from the first round to 
follow the longitudinal design and some questions served as follow-up questions to what was said 
in the previous interview. In addition to this, there was a specific focus in the second round 
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directed at how students describe their vocational and personal development as well as how they 
perceive their school, their WBL, and their potential future vocation. For the third round there 
were 13 initial questions spread over three themes with a focus on a combination of retrospect 
and future outlook (see appendix 5). The questions revolved around how they perceived 
themselves and what it means to work in their vocation but also around their self-image in relation 
to education, jobs, and the future. In contrast, the interview guide was initially constructed under 
a somewhat naïve idea that the students had been either working in their vocation or pursued 
further studies after graduation. However, as one of the interviewees had done neither of these 
(instead opting for a career as a furniture salesman) some questions became unapplicable and the 
interview could more likely be described as unstructured, although they were still of great value to 
the findings.  
 
Data collection and storage  

The interviews varied in length and although the interviews were recorded, there were some 
conversations with the students both before and after the actual recording. In cases where the 
students' unrecorded comments addressed questions of interest to the interview, these were noted 
down in a notebook. In some cases, there were minor language barriers (which decreased in the later 
interview rounds). Nevertheless, these barriers were not perceived to significantly affect the findings 
to any major extent other that some answers could be curt, requiring more follow-up questions.  

The interviews in round one took place in different places in the students’ schools and were 
recorded with a dictaphone. In the second and third rounds of interviews, different ways of 
recording and different places to meet had to be used to adapt to the restrictions imposed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Interviews were conducted in public places, by phone or via Zoom, which 
could complicate the transcription process because of poor sound quality or external disturbances. 
Another, more worldly aspects in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic included that data 
collection was made more difficult, as the restrictions changed how and where interviews could be 
done. Besides added encounters with technical difficulties, the greatest challenge came from the 
reduced personal connection to the interview. I have vivid memories of all the interviews that were 
done before the pandemic; where we sat, what was said, small talk before and after the interview, 
the smells and impressions that framed the interview. I could even read an anonymised extract 
from an interview and easily be able to identify who was being interviewed. This was not the case 
with the interviews that were gathered during the pandemic, via phone or zoom. Overall, the 
quality of the findings regarding the interviews in themselves have not been significantly affected 
by this, as the students still answered the questions. However, in my role as a researcher, it has 
been more difficult to frame the interviews and I have instead relied more on the thematic analysis 
that was performed afterwards. In addition, although it is impossible to know, the social 
restrictions following the pandemic may also have acted as an additional hindrance that in turn 
affected those who interrupted their studies or dropped out from the study. 

All student interviews (35 in total) were recorded and transcribed in verbatim, and informants 
were pseudonymised based on their chosen education and other names and place names, were 
changed in or excluded from the transcripts. Observation notes from the context study and 
interview notes were also kept in a notebook, although these did not contain any personal data. 
File names and pseudonyms were compiled in a code list, and the documentation for the interviews 
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has been stored in accordance with the institutional guidelines of LiU. In total, the 35 interviews 
counted for 1176 minutes of recording that resulted in roughly 322 pages of transcription. 
 
Processing and thematic analysis 

I used the method called inductive thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006) to process and 
analyse the interviews. This was chosen as it allows for a flexible approach to the research process 
and analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2016; Clarke & Braun, 2017). Being less guided by a theoretical 
approach allows us to get closer to the individuals behind the interview material. This means that 
transcriptions are processed separately (instead of reviewing them based on one theme at a time) 
and the approach was exploratory rather than the origin of a specific theory. However, it is possible 
to question, with compelling arguments, to what extent a researcher can truly be inductive. 
Essentially, one is always influenced by something, and my thoughts and ideas always arise from a 
certain context. It is in other words, it is not entirely possible to be as detached as one might think. 
Perhaps the term ‘empirically driven’ thematic analysis is a more accurate description of my 
analytical process, as my primary goal has always been to place the empirical data—i.e., what the 
students say in the interviews—at the forefront of the analysis. The coding itself was based on 
what Braun and Clarke (2006) would describe as ‘semantic’, or descriptive; i.e. organised in order 
to describe the meaning of different phenomena without necessarily trying to explain the cause. 
The process of conducting a thematic analysis is described as six phases where one should; 
familiarise oneself with the data, generate codes, construct themes, review themes, define and name 
themes, and finally, produce the report. 

My process of analysis started with familiarising myself with the data, a process which had already 
begun during the interviews. I recorded what was said at the same time as I took notes on my 
printed interview guides. After this I transcribed them, individually and in their entirety before 
transferring them to Nvivo (a software program that helps with organising, coding, analysing, and 
visualising qualitative data) and started coding. The coding process focused on going through each 
interview and finding interesting features in the data and gathering them for the next step. Some 
codes consisted of several excerpts and others only consisted of a short quote. In total there where 
hundreds of codes, although during the process of coding, themes started to form as the codes 
were semantically collated. When all interviews had been processed, I started searching for themes 
and thereby initiated a more active process of sorting codes into constructed themes. As Braun and 
Clarke (2006, p. 82) write, a “theme captures something important about the data in relation to the 
research question”, and as the overall research question was about vocational identity formation, 
there were still too many themes, spreading over too wide a field. It should also be noted that the 
process of reviewing and afterwards defining and naming themes was not a straight line, but rather an 
iterative cycle where themes where reviewed and redefined, recategorised, and discussed. This was 
repeated until enough themes had been deemed important enough to proceed to the next stage. 
That is, describing the findings of the interview studies or (in other words), describing themes in 
text to visualise different phenomena in line with the research questions, supported by quotations 
and compilations. 

The process of thematic analysis followed the same basic pattern for all three rounds of 
interviews. However, for the first round of interviews, the amount of data made it possible to 
distribute the themes over two articles (article 1 and 2). Furthermore, after processing and coding 
the third round of interviews, it is even more questionable as to what extent the analysis can be 



  

41 
 

considered inductive. Partly because the themes from the third round were also put in relation 
with previous interviews. Also, although the findings presented in the first three articles are 
relatively free from theory, the interview questions and research interests have not been formulated 
and developed in isolation but as part of a broader context. Furthermore, in the fourth article, 
contemporary research and concepts from the theoretical framework were instead used to a greater 
extent to describe the findings.  
 
The use of the theoretical framework(s) 

Both when doing the thematic analysis and when writing the results section of the first three 
articles, the theoretical framework was left out as much as possible to be as close to the students’ 
statements as possible. When necessary, words and concepts from the theoretical framework were 
utilised to aid in the next step of the analysis, where the empirical data were discussed through the 
lens of the theoretical framework. When applying the theoretical framework, various concepts and 
key elements were used to illuminate and better understand different aspects of the themes. This 
was, in turn, also discussed in relation to previous research.  

The theoretical framework that functions as the baseline of the thesis was based on a CoP 
perspective that has been nuanced by other theoretical tools in the various articles. These are linked 
together in the discussion, but to get an idea of what concepts have been used in which articles, 
here is a summary. In the first article, CoP is nuanced primarily with the help of ‘sense of self’, 
placing a greater focus on students’ agency and their perceptions. In the second article, vocational 
habitus was used to draw attention to the students’ conditions in relation to broader social 
structures, such as relationships between socioeconomic power dynamics and inequalities. The 
third article focused on students who had completed their education. To discuss students’ 
perceptions of the different expectations set by schools and vocational practices, and to highlight 
student interaction in relation to the different expectations, LoP was used to broaden the otherwise 
localised CoP perspective. The inclusion of additional perspectives alongside the CoP perspective 
was driven largely by the realisation that the CoP perspective alone could not fully address the 
questions being explored. In particular, the concept of ‘sense of self’ was integrated into the 
discussion of interview findings to shed light on the more individual aspects of the students’ 
(potential) vocational becoming; much in the same way as ‘vocational habitus’ was employed to 
add nuance to the more structural aspects of the data. 

While my goal was to discuss the empirical data in the discussion section of the first three 
articles, this changed in the fourth. In the fourth article, more students had dropped out of the 
study (for unknown reasons, as they were unreachable), including all the FL students, which 
allowed for more in-depth analysis of a smaller number of students. The students who remained 
towards the end of my study also revealed unique narratives about their experiences, where the 
relationship to the vocation, education, and their potential future(s) changed in different ways over 
time. The concept of ‘trajectories’ was therefore used when constructing the empirical data in the 
findings, rather than relegate it to the discussions section.  
 
Methodological considerations  

In this section I will go through various discussions and considerations concerning quality aspects 
as well as addressing ethical considerations. 
 



  

42 
 

Quality aspects  

Quality in qualitative research can be understood from several different perspectives. To 
understand this (Larsson, 2005, 2022) presents three ways of viewing quality which, in turn, are 
divided into more precise aspects. These are: quality in the presentation as a whole (awareness of 
assumptions, internal consistency, ethical values); quality in interpretations (richness of meaning, 
structure, contribution to collective knowledge); and criteria pertaining to credibility (empirical 
anchorage, consistency, heuristic value; pragmatic criteria).  

The theoretical perspective in the thesis is based on the CoP perspective, giving a sort of 
internal consistency between the different articles and the study as a whole. In the presentation as 
a whole and in the articles, the main goal has been to give as much space to the interviews as 
possible to give the study its empirical anchor before discussing the findings, although this can 
sometimes be difficult in the limited space of articles. In this process, an understanding of the 
meaning that is given to data when compared to a wider context is important; not least because of 
ethical values and potential biases. In addition, the goal was to—as transparently as possible—

describe both the methods and the theoretical frameworks used when processing the data. This 
also affects the quality of the interpretations of the material, especially when selection processes 
take place both before and after data are processed and presented in an article. The heart of the 
matter is that there has been extensive attention paid to carefully processing the interviews after 
they have taken place, especially regarding transcription and thematic analysis. 

I also aimed to ensure a sustainable philosophical logic as well as rationality between the data 
material and findings discussions—in other words, I attempted to ensure that there is a coherence, 
or common thread, between them. At its core, what is read in one part of the thesis should not 
come as a surprise after reading something else. Finding new ways of thinking comes out of the 
nuances in the processes the students go through. That is, by interviewing students in their 
different ‘current states’ (at the beginning, at the end, and one year after their education) and asking 
them about their thoughts about their past, their present, and their future in these meetings. There 
is a hope that the findings of this thesis will be useful for those who work with or have an interest 
in VET or vocational identity, particularly in the context of adult learning.  

It is not a simple task to declare (or even fully grasp) one’s preunderstanding. However, 

regarding perspective awareness in particular (Larsson, 2005), I have both undergone vocational 
training and worked working as a teacher in upper secondary education. These experiences have 
aided my understanding of different educational contexts. Also, it is worth noting that my research 
interest is rooted in my past experiences. Regarding perspectives on theory, it is, in my view, 
important to pay attention to the balance between the individual and the collective, as too much 
focus in either direction risks overlooking either the individual or the social impact. The goal has 
been to weigh theories with individual foci alongside theories of sociocultural learning; to elevate 
students’ voices—as students are affected by societal procedures and structures—as well as to 
incorporate qualitative analyses with structural theories. 

Another point to consider is the quality of the interviews. Overall, the interviews were quite 
good, and there was a sense that they became more refined in the latter rounds. Several factors 
could have contributed to this improvement, such as the informants having better language 
proficiency, better interviewing skills on my part, or that we got to know each other better over 
time. The COVID-19 pandemic introduced new challenges in data collection, but its impact on 
the study’s content was ultimately minimal, aside from possibly affecting the dropout rate. Based 
on the students' responses in the interviews, the themes of and the questions in the different 
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interviews held relevance for them. They provided insightful and comprehensive descriptions 
related to the questions asked, focusing on various aspects of how they perceive their vocation, 
their school, and, most importantly, themselves. Although the questions aimed at encompassing 
the concept of identity in a broad theoretical sense, the questions themselves were more down-to-
earth rather than theory-bound. However, follow-up questions were required to varying extents 
and for different reasons; sometimes in order to clarify questions or answers, and other times to 
cover aspects that might have initially been overlooked. 
 
Ethical considerations  

The study’s central ethical starting points comes from the requirements of proper research conduct 
stated in the report Good Research Practice by the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 
2017). The study has also been ethically reviewed and approved by the Swedish Ethical Review 
Authority (Dnr 2019-05983) and the following is a description of the ethical considerations made 
in relation to Swedish Research Council's ethical principles and injunctions from the regional 
ethical review board. 

In line with Vetenskapsrådet (2017), a detailed information sheet, including a consent form, 
was produced to inform participants about the study and what participation in the survey entailed 
(see appendix 1). These were distributed in connection with the first meeting with the teachers and 
in connection with the context study in each student group. The information was also distributed 
at the time of the first interview, when the students also filled in participant and consent forms. 
Information was also given in front of the entire class during the first day of the context study, 
and later during informal conversations to make sure that everyone understood what the study 
was about and what they were expected to do if they wanted to participate. Teachers and students 
were also asked whether they had any questions regarding the information they had received. 
Furthermore, the students were informed of their rights: that participation is voluntary, and that 
they can cancel their participation at any time without having to explain. They were also informed 
about institutional guidelines for data storage, that they would be anonymised, and that no 
unauthorised person would be allowed to share their answers. The students were asked whether 
they wanted to continue the study further on. All answered yes when asked, though there was a 
certain dropout rate due to students not answering (calls, text messages, email).  
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6 – Findings  
The aim of this thesis is to understand how vocations are learned in adult education by exploring 
the vocational identity formation of MAE students by following them throughout different stages 
in VET into working life. In this chapter, the findings of the thesis are presented as summaries of 
the articles. 
 
Article 1  

Karlsson, T., Muhrman, K. & Nyström, S. (2022). A Path Towards a Possible Future—Adult 
Students’ Choice of Vocational Education. Vocations and Learning, 15, 111–128 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12186-021-09280-6 
 
The purpose of article 1 was to examine adults’ vocational education choices and their intentions 
in connection with municipal adult education studies, and how this relates to identity formation. 
That is the intentions and rationalities behind the students’ choice of VET in MAE. The data are 
based on the first round of interviews. That is, 18 students (10 from an AN programme and 8 
from an FL programme) at the beginning of their studies were interviewed using semi-structured 
interviews. The analytical perspectives was based on the theories of situated learning and 
communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) as well as sense of self (Billett, 
2006, 2010; Billett & Pavlova, 2005; Billett & Somerville, 2004). The findings are presented as 
themes highlighting choices and pathways, namely: a pragmatic choice, a path among others, a 
choice based on past experience and external influence, a path with possibilities, a forced choice, 
and an idealistic path choice.  

A pragmatic choice was the most common reason for students’ choice of vocational education. 
The choice is characterised by what students see as an acceptable vocation; it is not something that 
is bad, but it is not necessarily something they are passionate about. All students’ choice of 
education is not about choosing a particular vocation, instead it is one path among others. For them, 
it was more about a job in a certain area, such as ‘work in healthcare’ or ‘work as a craftsman’. 
Some students’ educational choices were based on prior experience and external influence, or a 
combination of the two. Here there where some noticeable differences between students from the 
two programs regarding the amount of prior work experience they had in their chosen field and 
the external influence in their lives (like study counsellors, family etc.). This, in turn, follows how 
students view their future education and future vocation. Some students also perceived their 
education as a path with possibilities, regarding career opportunities and/or access to post-secondary 
education. Although preparing for university was more prominent among AN students, additional 
courses were still required to be eligible for higher education. The opportunity to get a job through 
VET was ever-present though the educational choice could also be a framed as a forced choice. Also, 
for the students without a permanent residence permit, the question of obtaining a job was of 
greater importance than securing a stable source of income as a permanent job was a prerequisite 
for staying. The choice of education could sometimes be expressed as being more than simply 
pragmatic, or one of many possible paths in life. Sometimes the choice was motivated as an idealistic 

path choice; an opportunity for the student to do something more with their life, or to make a choice 
based on a genuine interest. This does not mean that the interest necessarily has to have been a 
lifelong dream but may be a consequence of recent experience. There is both a knowledge-idealistic 
and a social-idealistic aspect to this; knowledge-idealistic in the sense that there is an inherent 
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interest in the subject itself and societal-idealistic aspects (which were notably more common 
among the AN students), in the sense of being driven by the desire to do good for society or ‘give 
something back’.  

The findings show different themes in adult students' choice of educational pathways in relation 
to a potential vocational becoming. Each theme does not represent an individual student, as they 
are compilations of different aspects of the students’ statements. However, each theme brings 
together different rationalities that form the basis of students’ senses of self in the educational context, 
guiding their intentions, thinking, and actions (Billett, 2006). Each theme could therefore almost 
be seen as a sort of analogy for different student subjectivities, with attributed properties and 
intentionality (Billett, 2010). Basically, these subjectivities constitute a form of identification in 
students’ everyday lives, both inside and outside school. In other words, regardless of the reasons 
why students choose VET, the student can identify with that type of choice or pathway, which in 
turn can affect how they interact in the school and in vocational practice. This is perhaps 
particularly noticeable in students who have prior experience in their vocation, as they also seem 
to identify with the vocation to a greater extent, even before they start their education. It could 
also be argued that the CoP that the students aspire to be a part of is something more than their 
vocation, but the bottom line is that the perceptions they have (about what their education should 
lead to) will affect how they interact in the school practice. On the other hand, the encounters and 
interactions with the educational context will also affect their sense of belonging and sense of self, 
as well as where they see themselves in the future (e.g. Billett, 2006). This is not necessarily a 
question about a direct cause and effect but rather a constant negotiation between their experiences 
and ideas about their future (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 2010). 
 
Article 2 

Karlsson, T. L. (2022). Being someone or doing something: How students in municipal adult 
education view their future vocation. Nordic Journal of Vocational Education and Training, 12(3), 71–

94. https://doi.org/10.3384/njvet.2242-458X.2212371 
 
The purpose of article 2 was to explore how adult VET students perceive a desirable vocational 
habitus within their future vocation. More specifically, this involves questions about how students 
describe an ideal worker within their respective contexts and how they perceive what it means to 
be a worker in their vocation. The article also examines what similarities and differences there are 
between AN students’ and FL students’ perceptions. The data are based on the first round of 
interviews. A total of 18 students (10 from an AN programme and 8 from an FL programme) at 
the beginning of their studies were interviewed using semi-structured interviews. The analytical 
framework consisted of the concept of identity and communities of practice, mainly based on Lave 
& Wenger (1991) and Wenger (2010) and supplemented by the concept of habitus (Bourdieu, 
1984, 1992) in the form of vocational habitus (c.f. Colley et al., 2003; Rehn & Eliasson, 2015). This 
was in turn complemented by previous research concerning learning vocational ideals. The 
findings present three themes; namely, who you are supposed to be, what you are supposed to do, 
and how students’ image of society’s changes their perception of their vocation.  

Students have an idea of who they are supposed to be, even if they are at the start of their education. 
This includes what types of expectations will be placed on them and how they believe that they 
are supposed to think, act, and interact when working. In this, two types of vocational identity 
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emerge; one that is more about being someone and the other about doing something. Being someone 
implies living up to more, or less, abstract ideals concerning social, moral, and even virtuous 
aspects. Doing something instead focus more on instrumental and production-focused values, such 
as the ability to perform certain tasks or to solve specific problems. It is also possible to describe 
this as two different types of ideals to be followed—more specifically caring and craftsmanship 
ideals, as they are clearly linked to how the students in the two groups described their future 
vocation. In a sense, some students already felt that they had a vocational identity in that they 
could live up to the vocational ideals. However, the sense of vocational belonging differed between 
them (especially comparing those with and without actual vocational experience), and different 
situations could strengthen or reduce one’s feeling of belonging, such as putting on work clothes. 
The role of teachers in this also emerges as something greater than the imparting of vocational 
knowledge, as they also conceptualise vocational ideals. The findings also show that even if the 
students are at the beginning of their studies, which would place them in the vocational periphery, 
their vocational identity development was in transition even before they started their education. 
Basically, they have an idea of what you are supposed to do as a professional, and the process of 
transitioning towards that idea had already begun at the time of the interviews. Students from both 
groups defined their future work as something practical, in the sense that they will get to work 
with their hands. This was also contrasted to occupations of a more ‘theoretical’ nature, such as 
sitting in front of a computer. In turn, this was contrasted against what they saw as ‘theoretical 
knowledge’; implying reading, but also directed at other types of courses within MAE. The Swedish 
language was described as the most important element to learn but otherwise course content was 
considered of value if it was deemed beneficial in (the students’ image of) the vocational practice. 
Through the students’ image of society’s perception of their vocation, how students view the status of their 
vocation emerged. There are again differences between the student groups that partly indicate the 
students' different personal vocational experiences. However, this imaginary outside perspective 
seems to be close to the students’ own images of the vocation, although they point out the high 
and low status-like endpoints—i.e., between competent and dirty craftsmen or competent or 
‘poop-wiping’ caregivers. 

Without implying whether the students are ‘correct’ in their assumptions about what their 
vocations entail, this could partly be understood as students envisioning themselves transitioning 
into their image of a vocational identity. However, it could also be understood as some individuals 
already having lived experiences that are in line with certain ideals (Carter, 2014; Rehn & Eliasson, 
2015; Somerville, 2006). This is especially noticeable as this concerns adult VET students, who 
may have years of life experiences, previous jobs, and responsibilities which distinguish them from 
adolescents. Furthermore, as certain vocations encourage certain ideals—like a caring ideal 
rewarding the image of altruistic self-sacrificing women—students without the appropriate habitus 
face a more challenging learning process than others. In essence, they face educational challenges 
that increase their risk of being filtered out of education (or in the transition from school to 
working life). This does not mean that they necessarily have clear breaks from their education like 
‘dropouts’; rather they risk a more protracted process in which the expectations of the school or 
working life do not correspond to the students' image of what is to be expected—in other words, 
a skewed match between the students' and the vocation's image of a desirable vocational habitus.  
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Article 3 

Karlsson, T. L. (2023). Adults between school and working life. Studies in the Education of Adults, 1-
18. https://doi.org/10.1080/02660830.2023.2202957 
 
The purpose of article 3 was to examine what it means to be a student in a vocational education 
and training programme in the Swedish municipal adult education system and how the interplay 
between school and working life affects students’ identity formation. More specifically, there is a 
focus on how students describe and value what they have learned through their education and how 
they describe their identity formation. The data are based on the second round of interviews. A 
total of 12 students (7 from an AN programme and 5 from an FL programme) at the end of their 
education were interviewed using semi-structured interviews. The analytical framework drew upon 
the theories of situated learning and communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 
1998), although more specifically it consisted of the concept of identity in a landscape of practice 
(Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014). The findings are presented and divided into three 
themes, namely: being a student in adult education, deciding the (vocational) golden standard, and 
balancing student and vocational identities. 

Students go through personal development during their studies, though being adults in adult 

education also illustrates what it means to be an adult within adult education. Students identify as 
adults, behave like adults, and want to be treated as adults—outside of school, they have friends, 
jobs, family, etc. In addition to this, it should also be noted that that MAE fills an important social 
role, especially for students with fewer social contacts, and even more so during the pandemic. 
Still, what it means to be an adult in adult education can be difficult to fully grasp. Being in an 
educational context with other adults is something the students perceive as positive, however, even 
if ‘identifying as an adult’ also implies being an ‘experienced student’, this identity can be fragile in 

various contexts.  
The findings also show that it varies as to what extent students see themselves as adults, and 

some even feel that they have grown into the role as an adult during and because of their education. 
In relation to this, the findings show that students have also undergone personal development on 
a wider scale, which may not necessarily have been something they assumed they would do when 
they started VET. Some students draw parallels to courses with focus on social issues, interaction, 
and ethics and others lean more into how learning vocational skills helps them to be accepted as 
they can perform work-related tasks. However, something that students from both groups are 
aware of is the lack of time within MAE and that short educational programmes gives little room 
for broadening their skills or dealing with educational adversity. One type of adversity is that, as 
VET students, they develop and form their vocational identity in both school and in vocational 
practice (through WBL). When transitioning between these practices they report encountering 
difficulties as the two practices sometimes contradict each other, and how they view which practice 
is deciding the (vocational) golden standard, which affects their vocational identity development. In these 
contradictions the students position their identity in line with practices that, from their point of 
view, act as guidelines for the vocational standard. Regarding this, the two student groups differ 
from each other.  

Basically, AN students believe the expectations set by their teachers act as the vocational 
guideline, as it demands more of them, which in turn is better for their patients rather than time-
constrained working life. The FL students instead believe that the requirements of working life act 
as the vocational guideline, referencing that the school’s tools and working methods are out-of-
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date compared to those used in working life. As students move between school and vocational 
practice, they get to explore how to exercise and balance student and vocational identities. In both 
practices, these identities have different functions, but while in WBL they find themselves 
balancing the identity of ‘VET students on WBL’ and ‘a full-time employee’. The student identity 

is sometimes viewed in positive terms, as it enables asking questions and getting help in ways which 
would otherwise have been withheld from them. On the other hand, the student identity can also 
be seen as something the students want to leave as quickly as possible to prove that they are skilful 
and independent. This also connects to how the role of school and WBL is viewed. School holds 
the function of a place where one begins learning as well as a place where you are allowed to make 
mistakes to a greater extent (compared to a workplace). However, WBL is both highlighted as an 
opportunity to develop skills that they cannot learn in school as well as a place for them to try 
things for real, doing in practice instead of in theory. However, as the results indicate, some 
students were denied WBL opportunities due to their immigrant background, being labelled as 
‘not Swedish’, creating feelings of exclusion or abandonment. 

Learning a vocation is a journey through a landscape of practice where students identify and 
disidentify with different practices (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014). In the context of 
this study, this journey is understood as the transition between school and working life through 
WBL. Unfortunately, though WBL emerges as one of the most important aspects of the students’ 

education, it can be difficult to control. Furthermore, by extension this also means that students 
who receive inadequate WBL (or none at all) miss out on a crucial part of their transition into 
working life. 
 
Article 4 

Karlsson, T. L. Trajectories and Perceptions – A longitudinal study of adult VET students' 
trajectories throughout education and working life. Unpublished Manuscript. 
 
The purpose of article 4 was to explore how students’ perceptions of themselves, and their 

potential vocation, relate to their vocational trajectories throughout education and beyond. The 
study on which the article is based has a longitudinal approach, and the data are based on the first, 
second, and third round of interviews. The analysis is based on 5 AN students who were 
interviewed at the beginning, the end, and one year after their education. The findings are 
presented as five portraits that show each student’s journey through their education and after 

graduation. The portraits are presented and discussed in relation to the students’ trajectories 

(Wenger, 2010; Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014), imagined trajectories (Fenton‐
O'Creevy et al., 2014), and personal epistemologies (Billett, 2009). 

Abena’s journey shows how an inbound trajectory is created. Initially demonstrating somewhat 
of an ambivalent attitude towards her future and her imagined trajectory (cf. imagined trajectories, 
Fenton‐O'Creevy et al., 2014) as she expressed herself as one who could work as well as going to 
university. However, this transitioned into a solid vocational identity and, through this, 
strengthened her self-confidence. Her future self was initially framed by a negative self-image, as 
someone lacking sufficient language skills for higher education but through education had she 
undergone positive personal development regarding her sense of self giving her a clearer sense of 
personal value.  
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Ajda’s journey is characterised by how to form a learner identity. She also started out with 
somewhat of an ambivalent imagined trajectory towards her future, combined with a self-image of 
someone who has trouble learning. However, she also shows how overcoming educational 
adversities can form a learner identity. With the support of teachers and family, she started 
imagining herself as someone who can manage university, gradually changed her vocational 
trajectory from marginal to outbound (Wenger, 2010), replacing it with a trajectory toward nursing 
and higher education.  

In contrast to the ambivalent start of Ajda, Amanda shows how to have an outbound trajectory 
whilst still having a vocational identity. At the start of her education she has an imagined trajectory 
directed toward higher education and towards her vocation she is more of a visitor (cf. the term 
‘visitor’, Fenton‐O'Creevy et al., 2014). Her journey shows that although passing courses can 
strengthen both one’s self-esteem and vocational identity, it does not necessarily create an inbound 
vocational trajectory. It also shows that how MAE is organised affects students, and that ‘high 
flexibility’ education may not be for everyone.  

As portrayed in Amir’s journey, how one perceives the vocation affects how one participates in 
educational and vocational practice. But also, how the conflicts of idealistic and realistic views of 
a vocation are realised in the transition between school and working life affects one’s trajectories. 
In Amir’s case, his initial imagined trajectory was toward a high-status profession, and as he 
participated in the vocational practice, he formed an increasingly outbound trajectory. However, 
his journey also show that what is learned in VET is useful for one's personal growth as well as 
one’s opportunities for work, even outside the intended vocation of the education.  

Anna’s journey stands in stark contrast to Amir’s journey, it shows how social contexts affect 
inbound trajectories. Her vocational trajectory gradually grew as she studied and participated in 
educational and vocational practices. She notes that the more she learned, the more interested she 
became. However, her journey also illustrates the importance of adult education as a social context 
for adults, both regarding the positive aspects of having a social context in which to interact, but 
also as a type of educational support. 

The overall findings show that VET within MAE does more for students than prepare them 
for working life—the students learn more about themselves, they grow, and they make friends. At 
different times, students have different ideas about their trajectories, what they want and where 
they are going, but these ideas can (for a myriad of different reasons) change during their journeys. 
A key finding is that these trajectories change as students learn more about themselves and their 
vocation. In essence, how they perceive themselves and their vocation form an important basis 
for their imagined trajectories (Fenton‐O'Creevy et al., 2014) and consequently in how they 
participate in school and in vocational practice (Billett, 2009, 2010). 

The students are part of several transitional processes at the same time, from education to 
working life being only one, and in these transitions they are forming a vocational identity. 
However, they also form other identities, such as being an adult and being a learner. In turn, these 
other identities can strengthen their self-image, build self-confidence, or give personal insights as 
they overcome previously identified barriers. However, the findings show that although students 
act upon what they know, their personal epistemologies (Billett, 2009) are perhaps more about 
their perceptions of the expectations of practices, as well as of themselves. The findings also show 
that their social and physical environments are important for creating educational contexts for 
students. But also, simply having a social context to participate in affects students' motivation to 
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study (even if the students do not plan to work inside their vocation). Furthermore, time is in 
limited supply to affect students in MAE, as their education is relatively short, giving less room to 
‘recover from failures’ (like failing a test). Additionally, they must decide on a specialisation, which, 
on one hand, equips them with specialised knowledge and skills, but on the other hand, might be 
seen as a limitation, as some might have preferred to broaden their qualifications rather specialise. 
In addition, given the relatively small number of teachers students interact with, there are social 
risks and conflicts that arise between teachers and students that can have major consequences. In 
the case of VET with a breadth of diverse career opportunities after graduation, like the AN 
vocation where students have a plethora of different workplaces to choose from (in theory) there 
are questions about normality. Doing what is considered ‘normal’—that is performing tasks that 
are ‘normal’ for the average AN—may be what motivates some while others instead prefer what 
is not normal (preferably coded as unique or special).   
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7 – Discussion  
The aim of this thesis is to understand how vocations are learned in adult education by exploring 
the vocational identity formation of MAE students, which will be discussed in this chapter, divided 
into three parts. First, there is a concluding summary discussing the thesis in its entirety. This is 
followed by three sections with an accompanying final conclusion that discusses the key findings 
of this thesis as well as what implications the findings hold for the identity formation processes of 
adult VET students. The last part addresses critical reflections followed by a discussion about the 
contribution of this thesis and suggestions for further research. 
 
Concluding summary—The whole is something beyond the parts 

This section will conclude and summarise insights gained from the findings in its entirety. In the 
subsequent three sections, I will present a summary followed by the overarching conclusions that 
have emerged in the exploration of the vocational identity formation of MAE students, drawn 
from the diverse analyses presented in the findings. 
 
Choices, intentions, and the ideal worker as a starting trajectory 

As the findings show, there is a myriad of reasons as to why students choose to study and, whatever 
the rationales behind their choices, why they choose to pursue a vocation influences how they 
interact within the educational practice. Choices made can be more, or less, idealistic, and more, 
or less, pragmatic; although not all students have equal opportunities, and their choices must be 
balanced with their personal circumstances. Additionally, when adults choose MAE, their decision 
is initially constrained by the available options and is further limited by their ability to participate. 
The ability to participate can range from relatively ‘simple’ challenges to more complex dilemmas, 
such as school being geographically inaccessible; or choosing between sacrificing family time and 
dedicating time to studies.  

Moreover, students may not initially seek the specific vocational identity intended by their 
programme. It is noted in the findings that it can be that they are primarily seeking a broader 
vocational(-ish) identity and their programme is just one among many pathways toward achieving 
that goal, like desiring to ‘work with people’, or to ‘become a craftsman’. Another aspect of 
students’ choice of education is that the choice itself could be seen as its own subjectivity, or its 
own identity; e.g. ‘being someone who chose an education out of passion’. This identity could then 
be juxtaposed with other identities/subjectivities within the same practice, like positioning oneself 
as an individual who pursues a vocation out of passion, distinguishing themselves from those who 
pursue it primarily for employment purposes. 

These subjectivities can come into conflict with other subjectivities (or more exactly, the ideas 
that these subjectivities represent, enacted by the individuals). However, as shown in the findings, 
they could also align with other subjectivities, or be realigned in accordance with vocational ideals, 
which is why how students perceive themselves in relation to vocational ideals is an important 
issue. It can be that one perceives oneself as ‘unhealthy’ while pursuing a vocation valuing good 
health or having an idealistic approach in conflict with a time-constrained practice. In these 
conflicts, students can find themselves in situations where they either must align themselves or 
revise how they perceive their vocation or even how they perceive themselves. However, to change 
either educational or vocational practices as a student can be difficult, and those who are unable 
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to either change their perceptions or align with vocational ideals risk ‘failing’ and being filtered out, 
which could also be a matter of how students identify, or dis-identify, with different practices.  
 
A time, a place, and a way to identify and dis-identify 

Within adult education, a class of students represents a heterogeneous group with diverse life 
situations, educational backgrounds, work life experiences, and socioeconomic differences. These 
factors contribute to a wide array of conditions that significantly influence their opportunities to 
participate in their education. The path towards a vocational identity also encompasses substantial 
variations; such as how each student has a different background, family situation, self-perception, 
etc. that can both facilitate and hinder learning. Furthermore, as the findings show, it is worth 
noting that VET in MAE can fulfil a crucial social function for the students who are able to 
physically attend school and engage in a social context, facilitating student participation in 
education. Also, the opportunity to interact with other students and be part of a social context 
within a learning community of practice not only enhances their overall educational experience; 
for some it also improves their chances of completing their studies. Additionally, VET in MAE 
can also be a pathway for students to form other types of identities. This can involve forming an 
‘adult identity’, a ‘learning identity’, or simply feeling competent enough to become a more active 
member in society. 

In MAE, learning a vocation can be seen as a process where students identify and dis-identify 
with different practices, mainly school and work. The findings show that WBL is a decisive aspect 
of this journey—while school is seen as a space for learning and making mistakes, WBL is where 
students get to contextualise what they have learned or test their skills ‘for real’. In addition, while 
conflicts can arise between what is taught in school and what the vocation expects, it is through 
the transition process between school and working life that students navigate and negotiate their 
identities. In the transition, they get to test what they have learned and how they relate to the new 
knowledge that arises from seeing their knowledge and skills in a different context. It can be a 
frightening as well as a bewildering process where they may encounter recognition as well as rejection. 

However, as VET in MAE often is portrayed as a fast track into working life, where content 
and methods are condensed and reduced to make students employable as quickly as possible, there 
are potential problems with this. In this study, time constraints can create a perception among 
students that limit their ability to fully engage in their learning process, making mistakes into 
precursors of failure rather than learning opportunities. In some instances, some students may 
even face difficulties in completing their education or successfully transitioning into working life; 
not because of a lack of skills, but rather due to factors related to their background. This is 
especially noticeable among students who face structural challenges; for example, foreign-born 
students who encounter racism and xenophobia. Furthermore, excessive emphasis on the needs 
of the labour market in VET may overlook the importance of conceptual knowledge that could 
greatly empower or benefit students in other ways. For example, having an idealistic approach in 
conflict with a time-constrained practice, or forming a learner identity that opens new possibilities 
in life that were previously unimaginable. As argued in the findings, by expanding the labour 
market-oriented scope beyond immediate employability, students are seen to develop values, 
perspectives, and skills that enhance their overall well-being as well as enable them to make a 
meaningful impact in multiple aspects of their lives. In essence, even though school is a way to 
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overcome barriers and create new opportunities in life, school is but one of many influential 
aspects in their lives. 
 
Constructing barriers in the intersection of perceptions 

The findings show that a central aspect of VET is overcoming barriers to facilitate the transition 
into work. However, transitions students experience extend beyond a singular type of transition 
(e.g. from school to work) at a particular moment (e.g. after graduation). Rather, transitions are 
initiated even before students start their education and continue throughout their lives. The 
interaction with vocational practice—both through WBL and as full-time employees—plays a 
crucial role in shaping students' sense of belonging. However, how students interact with (and 
engage in) different practices is based on how they perceive themselves, their education, and their 
potential vocation, and it is in the intersection of these perceptions where barriers are found. As 
shown in the findings, barriers can also change and shift as students learn new skills, or learn more 
about themselves through vocational expectations.  

While some students in this thesis managed to overcome these barriers and successfully 
navigate their transitions, others discover new goals and redirect their trajectories elsewhere. 
However, some barriers are replaced by new ones after being initially overcome. For instance, 
overcoming the barrier of ‘insufficient language skills’ being replaced by ‘lack of time’. As discussed 
in the findings, this may reflect a pragmatic approach (from a students’ perspective) toward 
opportunities and circumstances, but it also highlights the potential risks of deeper structural, or 
implicit, challenges in society. A more explicit example is overcoming the barrier of ‘insufficient 
vocational skills’, only to face the explicit, barrier of ‘being denied employment due to ethnicity’; a 
more tangible illustration of these challenges. 

A key finding from the findings is that overcoming barriers plays a fundamental role in forming 
a vocational identity, but whose journeys are classified as success stories depends on the narrative. 
Whether education should meet local labour market demands, national curricula, vocational ideals, 
or a mission of democratisation, is a matter of debate. However, regardless of the perspective, 
students’ journeys often tend to be easily forgotten or overlooked. Now that the empirical findings 
have been expanded upon in their entirety, I will start to further discuss key points of the overall 
empirical findings. 
 
Students’ different perceptions and their changes 

In this section, I will discuss key findings regarding students’ diverse perceptions of themselves, 
their education and their vocation, and their changes in relation to the theoretical framework and 
prior research. A central aspect in this study is that students have different perceptions that affect 
how they interact with the various practices in which they find themselves. These perceptions are 
with them through their educational journey and beyond and even though some may be more or 
less well-established. These perceptions also continuously change and transform as students 
participate in different practices and interact with others. Also, students do not begin their 
education as blank slates or empty vessels, as there are a multitude of motives and reasons that 
drive individuals to choose to study adult education (e.g. Karlsson et al., 2022; Rothes et al., 2014; 
van Tuijl & van der Molen, 2016). However, it can be difficult to pinpoint exactly where students’ 
preconceived ideas of their (potential) vocations originate from; that is, what underlies their 
perceptions of a possible future. These motivations can be understood in different ways, although 
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one, for this context, suitable viewpoint is as more or less instrumental or extrinsic reasons; that is 
whether studies are a means to an end or have value in and of themselves (Rothes et al., 2014). In 
this study, the findings show that these choices are not clear-cut but should also be understood in 
terms of being more or less pragmatic choices. Also, as noted in prior research, societal 
expectations can make the choice to study seem like a forced choice (e.g. Daehlen, 2005; Sandberg, 
2016; van Tuijl & van der Molen, 2016). MAE is no exception, as argued in the findings, VET in 
MAE partially serves the role of a second-chance education, meaning that even well-intentioned 
or pragmatic study choices, to some extent, have an element of compulsion behind them. 

As the findings show, some students point to direct influences on their choice of education, 
such as a relative or a study- and career counsellor. However, seen from a structural point of view, 
choice is influenced by an individual’s background, which in turn is affected by social structures. 
Basically, as Broady (1998) argues, students’ actions, thoughts, perceptions, and values are shaped 
by interactions between their personal habitus and the social contexts they encounter. Also, the 
social contexts that students have experienced impact how they conceptualise the possibilities and 
opportunities available to them, not least in school-based and vocational practices. As indicate in 
the findings, choosing education (or choosing to continue one’s education) reveals a thought 
process of students envisioning themselves fitting into their vocation. In relation to this, Colley et 
al. (2003) imply that individuals aspiring to learn a vocation and develop a vocational identity are 
placed in social situations where they are expected to redirect their thinking in line with the 
demands of the vocation. This is not as easy as ‘learning new skills’, although this perspective could 
help us understand students’ realignment of their personal habitus with a vocational habitus. 
Perhaps this could re-label students who, in some contexts, could be described as educational 
‘failures’ by paying attention to the structures and societal patterns that are difficult to break 
through. This is especially important concerning how students' connection to the profession 
impacts their trajectories. 
 
Connecting to your vocation shapes your identity 
As demonstrated by the findings, how students in VET perceive their vocation has a significant 
impact on their educational engagement and, in extension, their opportunities for employment and 
civic engagement. Based on the findings, my argument here is that students need to have a positive 
emotional connection to the vocation in order to develop a vocational identity. This is also 
something they can have before they start studying, as they choose their education, as well as 
something that can be developed during their education. As proposed by Billett and Pavlova (2005) 
and Billett (2010), despite being both constrained and shaped by practice, individuals retain the 
ability to exert their agency and maintain their sense of self. This involves a process of aligning 
one’s identity with one’s idea of a vocation. Yet, on an individual level identity formation boils 

down to questions of what individuals identify with and how they wish to be associated. It does 
not mean that social structures are unimportant for vocational identity formation; only that an 
individual cannot be said to have a professional identity if they do not wish to have one. Also, as 
the findings show, at the beginning of their education, students carry with them preconceived 
dreams, notions, and ideas of what to become, not least perceptions of vocational expectations. 
These perceptions then change throughout their education as they participate in educational and 
vocational practices that challenge these perceptions.  
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In relation to this, as argued by Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (2010), identity is something 
that is in constant negotiation where past experiences are set against their ideas of the future. That 
is, through participation in practice identity is negotiated—partially through handling how 
perceptions are challenged. Moreover, the findings reinforce this notion, since the result show that 
a vocational identity can appear strong in a practice where one’s perceptions of who they want to 
be and who they are align with their perceptions of the vocational expectations that are conveyed. 
However, if the same person encounters a different and contradictory practice, the individual will 
need to negotiate what they have previously ‘learned’. That is, they relate the new claims to the 

previously established alignment. In line with the concept of trajectories by Lave and Wenger 
(1991) this can be understood as the influence of different trajectories; meaning that inbound or 
outbound trajectories are strengthened through interaction. I also conclude that how students 
handle various challenges that they experience affects how they perceive their education, their 
vocation, and their own future.  

Furthermore, as shown in the findings, it is what is construed in the intersections between these 
perceptions that creates barriers for students to handle, (e.g. how one’s professional worth is 
created between ones self-perception and one’s perception of vocational demands). These barriers 
can become extensive challenges that need to be overcome, and some students overcome barriers 
and continue developing inbound trajectories, while others succumb to the pressure and form 
outbound trajectories. This is similar to what Van Nieuwenhove and De Wever (2022) identified; 
that dispositional barriers such as low self-esteem or negative educational experiences can explain 
why some refrain from participating in adult education. With that being said, not all forms of 
barriers are solely a matter of perceptions; individuals also face structural obstacles as well as more 
or less ‘concrete’ challenges. For instance, they may need to learn certain skills or knowledge to 
become a part of a professional community. Furthermore, the findings also highlight that some 
students overcome some barriers just to have them replaced by others. Also, not all outbound 
trajectories are examples of students failing to align with the vocation in terms of overcoming 
challenges’, nor should they automatically be dismissed as failures. They can be examples of 
students finding a new perspective of the actual nature of a vocation that is simply not in line with 
what they do want to work with, or that they have simply found something that they appreciate more. 

In short, students’ perceptions form a sort of baseline for how they participate in different 

communities of practice which, in turn, affects their own identity formation. Besides their 
perception of educational and vocational expectations, how they view themselves also becomes an 
integral part of their identity formation, as what they want to be identified with and their sense of 
self is tightly linked (Billett, 2008, 2010; Billett & Somerville, 2004). By extension, it is a question 
of what Billett and Pavlova (2005) describe as a process of exercising one’s sense of self in a 
particular practice. Still, this exercise differs depending on the practice; at least if using Wenger’s 
(2010) definition of identity as a multi-membership. According to Wenger (2010), individuals 
interact within and between different communities of practice where they enact different parts of 
the personal identities; that is, they behave differently and take on different perspectives. For 
example, having an idea of the right know-how and being dressed in the appropriate attire could 
construe a strong sense of a full-fledged vocational identity in a school workshop, together with 
other students that are on ‘the same level’.  

However, in a vocational practice where ones’ supervisor is adjacent, the same person could 
instead feel more like an intern. Also, as noted in the findings, simply learning vocational knowledge 
and skills is insufficient for the development of a vocational identity. This is in line with an 
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argument made by Jenkins (2008); namely that social identities are always a matter of meaning and 
interaction, and learning a vocational identity needs a social context where it can be enacted, 
valued, and negotiated. A main role of MAE is to educate adults, and VET is supposed to prepare 
adults to transition into working life. MAE therefore plays a crucial role in laying the foundation 
for the vocational identity formation that takes place both inside and outside of the organisational 
boundaries of the school. Also, as argued by Eklund et al. (2021), a key aspect of the transition 
into working life is students’ need to be recognised as novices and learners. This is also argued in the 
findings, although there is a noticeable difference regarding trajectories between students who have 
experienced vocational practice (e.g. through WBL) and those who have not.  

That said, as noted in the findings, the students can have a ‘stronger’ sense of vocational identity 
when not active in the vocational practice. Then, going from a school (where one might feel 
confident) to a vocational practice where one instead is a novice can be a tough process. However, 
as the findings show, even if this could be a personally challenging transition which may be 
accompanied by conflicts that stem from the different expectations of different practices, it is an 
essential transition. This transition can be understood as students becoming aware of their identity 
as a VET student in relation to a ‘real’ vocational identity, and they start to dis-identify from their 
identity as a VET student. However, in these conflicts there is also a need to maintain a positive 
personal connection to the vocation to maintain an inbound trajectory, although some may find 
that the vocation was not what they anticipated and instead opt for a different path. 
 
Intersections of perceptions impacting barriers 

Another significant aspect in the findings, which I refer to as the ‘intersections of perceptions’ is 

how students overcome barriers. Or, in other words, how their perceptions of themselves, the 
school, and the vocation intersect when the students face challenges when participating in different 
practices. This is not an easy task, for as Broady (1998) notes, students carry with them a habitus 
that directs how they think and act but also what they notice and value. Based on the findings I 
would argue that barriers in the intersection of perceptions are constructed in all different types of 
social contexts that the students participate in, but especially within the practices of school and 
workplace. That is, how students identify and what they perceive of e.g. themselves or vocational 
demands, are created in different practices. However, barriers can manifest as their own ideas, for 
example, the idea of not being competent enough could be a product of the intersection between how 
students perceive themselves and how they perceive vocational requirements. In this example, the 
process of forming an idea of being competent enough includes processes that is both about the 
student’s perception of self as well as how the student perceives their potential vocation. Beyond 
the fact that this example could be an honest assessment of the knowledge and skills needed to 
become a part of the profession, it could also be something else, especially with students who have 
low self-esteem or self-confidence. This is of particular importance in adult education as adult 
students may have prior negative experiences of education or having a negative self-image as 
learners (Ahlgren & Tett, 2010; Wojecki, 2007).  

Furthermore, conclusions drawn from prior research show that VET in MAE could change 
this. As argued by Ahlgren and Tett (2010), engaging in workplace culture can change potential 
negative self-perceptions. Also, VET in MAE is supposed to offer WBL, providing a chance for 
students to participate in a vocational practice. Similar to this, Tønder and Aspøy (2017) notes that 
completing adult education can strengthen self-esteem. This is all in line with the findings of this 
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thesis, and I would argue that overcoming barriers formed in the intersections of perceptions are 
extremely important steps in forming different identities, whether this is an identity as an adult, as 
competent, as healthy, or even a ‘full’ vocational identity, etc. This could be understood through 

the idea put forth by Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2014); that when students engage with 
a vocation in different practices (like school and workplaces) they imagine themselves and 
consequently align themselves in relation to these practices. The findings show that students 
continuously renegotiate whether they feel that they are on the right path in life. It is also evident 
that most of these renegotiations are in relation to their experiences in vocational practice; in 
particular conflicts between what is taught in school and what is expected in vocational practice. 
In other words, the idea of overcoming barriers created in the intersections of perception relies on 
students having the opportunity to experience something that conflicts with the students’ 
perceptions in order to overcome the barrier as a challenge. In short, my discussion revolves 
around barriers arising from the intersections of perceptions. And, when individuals’ perceptions 
(which influence their actions and interactions in different practices) are enacted in practice they 
potentially collide with others, and conflicts emerge. 
 
Conflicts shape identities 

Another key finding in this thesis is another example of how the intersection of perceptions affect 
students’ identity formation is when conflicts arise between school-based and the vocational 
practices. Both school-based and vocational practices form vocational identities, and when 
students experience conflicts between the expectations of these respective contexts, they take a 
stance in both thought and action. Conflicts can manifest in diverse ways or on different levels; at 
an individual level, where individuals are led to re-evaluate themselves and their choices, and at a 
social level, where societal contradictions present challenges for students to overcome (e.g. 
unemployment, racism, etc.). Here, conflicts are defined as extending beyond the intersections of 
perceptions, as they arise when students participate in practices and interact with others, when 
students’ actions (or expressed opinions) encounter contradictory rules. With that being said, I 
employ a broad interpretation of the word ‘conflict,’ ranging from what could undoubtedly be 
called a conflict to small, seemingly unnoticed differences in opinions. 
 
Conflicts as important negotiations of identity 

Basically, the students followed in this thesis tended to act as if they were aligned more with 
vocational practice rather than what is taught in school, when in the vocational practice. Similar 
patterns have been found in other research, such as framing one’s self as something practical 

instead of academic (Skeggs, 1997), or showing a tendency to prefer aligning with workplace rather 
than school norms, as noted among students in the study by (Ferm, 2021b). Although similar 
patterns are noted in this study, the phenomenon of alignment is complex and there seem to be 
some differences between AN and FL students. In the findings, conflicts that AN students 
experience comes from a clash in the details of the day-to-day work, where the expectations are 
perceived as being more extensive when taught in school than what is practiced in WBL. The 
findings also show how students take an ideological stand in favour of the schools’ teachings, as 
they, to a greater extent represent what is morally right, in contrast to the time-efficient (or time-
limited) vocational practice. It could be that the students’ standpoint is based on a vocational ideal 
that is more extensive than the specific WBL site. Or, it could be that the WBL site is but one of 
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many practices in a larger landscape (compare to Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014). Yet, 
despite the conflict between different expectations, the students’ moral opinions become mostly 

ideological, as they ultimately act in accordance with their workplaces’ routines.  
At first glance, the practical consequences of handling conflicts could be interpreted as the 

students aligning with (or conforming to) vocational CoP, as they participate in a vocational 
practice; i.e., they handle conflicts by doing what they are told instead of confronting or escalating 
a situation. Also, conflicts like these may seem like ordinary, with practical ‘everyday’ implications, 

but I would argue that they are more substantial, especially when grounded in dilemmas without 
an apparent demarcation line between right and wrong. Partially because moral dilemmas can be 
quite complex, more than what can be detailed here, but also because of the inherent power 
dilemma between WBL students and their supervisors (where the students are expected to do what 
they are told). The landscape of practice–perspective (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014) 
can provide some insight into this, suggesting that the vocational identity taught in school aims for 
a more comprehensive form of identity compared to what is practiced at specific WBL sites. 
Furthermore, as shown in the findings, there may also be more low-key/straightforward conflicts, 
as implied by FL students who have undergone WBL (e.g. discarding the outdated working 
methods taught in school). The LoP perspective could again provide an answer to this process by 
highlighting that the vocational identity taught in school is a steppingstone towards the more 
comprehensive vocational identity that is practiced in the workplace. Essentially, the LoP 
perspective explains how different processes appear differently instead of adhering to a one-size-
fits-all approach.  

The LoP perspective does, however, fall short in providing deeper insights into how these 
conflicts affect students’ different perceptions, and, by extension, their future interactions with the 
practice(s). The conflicts could perhaps be viewed as specific situations or processes where 
students get to ‘act out’ the tug-of-war between idealised and realised vocational ideals,, as noted 
by Colley et al. (2003). This may be a necessary component for vocational becoming, as Thunborg 
(1999) argues that there is a need for both ideal beliefs and the logic and challenges of everyday 
realities. In other words, rather than a definitive right or wrong it perhaps is more of a process of 
finding balance between ideals and finding out where one wants to position oneself. Nevertheless, 
as argued by Billett and Pavlova (2005), without compatibility between identity, interests, and 
quality of work, there will be a continuous struggle between an individuals’ sense of self and the 
goals of the vocational practice. From that it is important to consider to what extent students are 
able to enact their personal convictions (like, what is morally right to do) within vocational practice 
when they encounter a conflict. Put differently, if students’ understanding of how they should 
position themselves fails to align with how they wish to act, the conflict will not be resolved. Based 
on the findings an argument could also be made that conflicts between the expectations of school 
and vocational practice(s) also become(s) a matter of identity conflict that strengthens either an 
inbound or outbound trajectory (depending on whether the individual is satisfied with his 
positioning). A vocational identity is in constant negotiation between the individual’s experiences 

and future prospects (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 2010), implying that the negotiation makes 
them have to either reassess themselves or their choice of career. This is also supported by Rehn 
and Eliasson (2015), who conclude that too large a gap between perceived expectations and 
perceived personal abilities can spark a sense of being unsuitable.  

Another aspect is that expectational gaps between practices also can lead to misunderstandings, 
or a lack of coherent learning (Lensjø, 2020). This could also be considered in relation to what the 
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magnitude of the conflict might be; for example, more low-key conflicts do not seem to create as 
many internal/moral dilemmas with the otherwise production-oriented FL education. However, it 
does not seem to lead to a negative perception of the education either, more like a progression 
than ending up at a critical point that demand them to take a stance. In other words, even if a 
divide between school and vocational practice has its fair share of negative aspects, such as 
confusing students regarding what they are supposed to learn, there can be positive effects of 
different expectations as well. In essence, the conflicts that students face may not necessarily be 
something exclusively negative. As students navigate situations (conflicts) that force renegotiations 
of their identity, like taking a moral stance or learning a new way of handling tasks, these situations 
function as pivotal moments. This can be likened to Lagercrantz All (2017), who has referred to 
such situations as ‘critical points’ or ‘crossroads’ in students’ vocational identity development. 
These pivotal moments, or critical points, lead to students forming outbound trajectories but they 
could also serve as a critical juncture that instead reinforces their vocational identity. In fact, I 
would even argue that they are needed for students to progress in their transition process towards 
a more complete vocational identity.  

Fundamentally, it could be argued that experiences create change, and as argued by Wenger-
Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2014), going between practices initiates both identification and dis-
identification with the practices. However, from the findings it can be argued that a significant part 
of shedding one’s identity as a VET student occurs through conflict and that having a VET-student 
identity is not compatible with a full-fledged VET-identity. Furthermore, in light of Jonasson 
(2014) argument for the need to focus research on the negotiations that shape boundary 
connections between school and work practices, I would underscore that students’ handling of 
these conflicts is one of the most important aspects of these negotiations. Especially if the VET-
student identity were to be viewed on one side as a novice, and as a full-fledged VET-identity on 
the other. 
 
Being a novice, then changing perspectives 

To learn a vocation is to go from being a novice to becoming a professional and participating in a 
vocational community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 2010). However, drawing from 
the findings of this thesis, I argue that there is a noticeable difference in how both students perceive 
their vocation and how these perceptions change throughout their educational journey. I would 
also argue that these changes could be understood as students going through different phases, or 
stages, in their vocational identity development. 

The findings describe how AN students connect their vocational doing in relation to something 
larger than the context of the specific workplaces. That is, their vocational identity is related to 
moral positions that they believe should guide the work of an AN, which some have experienced 
as conflicting with the constraints of the vocational practice. For example, the principle of doing 
good for others in the best possible way comes into conflict with the (less moral) time and resource 
deficits of working life. This is a conflict is also noted by Lagercrantz All (2017), who argues that 
care workers can experience a problematic lack of boundaries between being a professional and 
being personal. She argues that this is especially notable when they balance moral compromises 
when time is limited, or balancing ‘doing a good job’ with the need to maintain emotional distance.  

Furthermore, the AN students in this thesis are not alone in placing their vocational ideals in a 
moral light, as prior studies also noted the perceived need to be respectable (Huppatz, 2010), or 
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altruistic (Carter, 2014; Rehn & Eliasson, 2015). In principle, one could argue that something 
similar is noticed among the FL students, who also connect their vocational doing to something 
larger. But instead of moral dilemmas, conflicts are instead in relation to the overarching working 
ideals of craftsmen that seek to make work faster, cheaper, safer, more efficient, etc. For example, 
new tools and working methods are compared to the old ones (that the school uses) and will be 
unceremoniously replaced if needed. As discussed above, this could be interpreted as students 
being on a trajectory towards a more comprehensive professional identity, belonging to a broad 
landscape rather than a specific CoP associated with a specific workplace (compare to the LoP-
perspective of Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014). However, an important aspect in this 
is that students' perceptions are not fixed but rather something that changes throughout the course 
of their education. 

In summary, the collected perceptions of the AN students change from wide and divergent 
towards a more collected image in a sort of homogenisation process. For example, their 
perceptions alter from a broad perspective encompassing various idealistic care ideals towards 
specified and concrete responsibilities and related tasks. Among the FL students, the change 
instead goes in the other direction, showing a process of heterogenisation. Initially they have 
somewhat similar perceptions as to what the vocation entails—floor-layers lay floors—showing 
some similarities to students in technical education from Helms Jørgensen (2013) study, who seem 
to possess a clear understanding of the requirements and nature of the vocation. Another 
comparison is in relation to (Fejes & Haake, 2013), who describes how doing care work is 
portrayed as something one should not do for or financial gain, that there is a ‘higher calling’, and 
that one should choose to work in healthcare for intrinsic rather than extrinsic reasons. In 
comparison to this study, AN students could be perceived as shifting from intrinsic to extrinsic 
reasoning. However, based on the findings, I would instead argue that it is more of a shift from 
an idealised view towards a more realised one, as the AN students still hold onto the idea of ‘doing 
good’, albeit with a more concrete or pragmatic approach toward daily job tasks. On the other 
hand, when it comes to the floor layers, they appear to have adopted a more intrinsic viewpoint 
regarding their job responsibilities, as their relatively collected perspective widens to include social 
and aesthetic aspects. The early image of the FL vocation can possibly be derived from how the 
vocation is conveyed, although the changes are arguably more noticeable among those who had 
WBL. It could also be related to how the processes of socialisation toward the vocation, or toward 
society in general, appear in the school practice (e.g. compare to how different codes are 
emphasised in different VET programme, Nylund et al., 2020). Also, it is reasonable to believe 
that students who have had WBL can provide a broader view of their vocation, as they have 
interacted in a vocational practice. Or, in combining findings with thermology of Wenger (2000), 
they have learned from fully trained floor layers, developing repertoire shared by active floor layers 
instead of remaining in school with old tools and outdated methods.  

Regardless of homogenisation or heterogenisation, in both cases, noticeable changes have 
occurred among those who have undergone WBL. My point is that the students who have 
experienced changes through ‘conflicts’ in the vocational practice that have challenged the 

intersections of their perceptions (how they perceive themselves, their education, and their 
vocation) have either aligned with the vocation or not. To clarify, if their actions are in accordance 
with both the practice’s expectations and their own convictions about ‘proper’ vocational conduct, 
there is no conflict. However, if they are expected to act in a way that is not compatible, they face 
an internal conflict (which could potentially lead to conflicts with other colleagues). Conflicts in 
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and of themselves need not be due to a mismatch between a student's actions and the expectations 
of practices, as Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2014) note that practices can be welcoming 
as well as heavily guarded. 

It can be argued that students who have engaged in WBL have had the opportunity to challenge 
and, as a result, further develop their vocational identity. This also raises the question of the extent 
to which one can develop a vocational identity without access to vocational practice or to what 
the extent students can imagine a vocational identity without access to a CoP (i.e. compare to 
imagined trajectories by Fenton‐O'Creevy et al., 2014). Also, those who have not participated in a 
vocational practice have only formed a vocational identity within a school setting, or alternatively, 
could be describe as having solely developed a VET student identity. However, Eklund et al. (2021) 
argues that an important aspect in successful transitions is acknowledging students as both novices 
and learners in a vocational practice. In other words, students are not supposed to (at least initially) 
be treated as ordinary staff working full-time, to give them time to form a vocational identity. 

Considering the findings of this thesis, I would argue that being recognised as a novice and as 
a learner is important in the educational process. First, as something for students to be recognised 
as when out on WBL, and later as something for the student dis-identify with. That is, it is an 
active process of experiencing how one goes from being a novice to a full vocational identity. 
From the findings I would further argue that students at an early stage are aware of their need to 
be seen as novices and that they can (and need to) learn, though this shifts toward a desire to be 
seen as competent, someone who is not a burden but an asset. Again, these transitions take time, 
and as Masdonati et al. (2010) argue, transitions need to happen gradually in order to lessen student 
dropout.  
 
Opportunities, filters, and choices 

The third key-finding of this thesis stems from how student identity is affected by different 
practices. Engaging in a vocational practice entails encountering a multitude of norms and values 
that can both support and hinder students' vocational identity development, as well as determine 
whether they are embraced or excluded from the professional community. While this thesis did 
not intend to focus on issues of language or ethnicity, they nevertheless became a prominent part 
of the findings. Besides being primarily based on the findings, it is perhaps also notable that three 
out of seventeen of the participants were born in Sweden. This can be compared with MAE in 
general, where approximately 54% of the students studying at the upper secondary level were born 
in Sweden (SNAE, 2022). MAE therefore has an important role in providing language learning, 
but the emphasis on employability is steadily increasing in adult education (Dahlstedt et al., 2018), 
and as suggested by Andersson & Muhrman (2021) different solutions to problems in MAE often 
seem to lean toward enhancing adults’ employability. Therefore, it is noteworthy that other 
research demonstrates that the competencies of immigrants are widely unrecognised (Kuusipalo 
et al., 2021) and there is a lower likelihood that students with migrant background will fully 
transition to qualified training (Beicht & Walden, 2017).  

As examined in the findings, there is a risk among adults without sufficient support that their 
self-knowledge or occupational knowledge is limited to what they can learn from family and 
friends, which according to Eriksson et al. (2018) also appears to be the case for youths. For 
example, the AN students had received information about the possibility of studying at university, 
though not all were aware of what further requirements were demanded. At the same time, FL 
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students received information about floor laying being a vocation in high demand of professionals, 
but not necessarily about the extent of prejudices within the floor-laying industry. In this regard, I 
am uncertain if the CoP or LoP perspectives sufficiently account for the structural issues at hand. 
It could perhaps be argued that these aspects of the craftsmanship community are ‘heavily guarded’ 
landscapes, but when students perceive that they are not even given a chance to prove themselves 
worthy, I would argue that there exists a deeper, and more elusive, problem. To that end, one can 
only speculate about the extent to which a potential student would be affected in their educational 
choice if told that they may not secure employment due to their ethnicity. Nevertheless, it is not 
merely a matter of whether they developed inbound or outbound trajectories; rather, it is a question 
about the extent to which they even had the opportunity to form imagined inbound trajectories 
(Fenton‐O'Creevy et al. (2014). 

In the findings, when students describe different aspects of their vocational identity formation, 
ethnicity becomes an integral aspect of the challenges and barriers they face, especially regarding 
how proficiency in the Swedish language (among those raised outside Sweden) affects both the 
students’ sense of self and their trajectories towards (or from) employment and/or higher 
education. This is also noted in prior research; for instance, Nordlund et al. (2015) describe one 
effect of MAE among those born outside the Nordic countries is the development of a ‘Sweden-
specific’ human capital (e.g. language, social competence, etc.) This can also be related to an 
example presented by Hägerström (2004), about how students may not see themselves as part of 
a ‘them’ group, but they are perceived as such by others. An interesting aspect of this is that 
although this study had no overall focus on issues related to ethnicity, and not even the interview 
questions addressed this (see appendices 2–5), ethnicity still constituted a notable part of the 
interviews. That said, it is evident that at least some students, have clearly been categorised as 
‘them’ which also seems to indicate the emergence of marginalisation, at least in relation to specific 
vocational communities and vocational identities. However, this is also, unfortunately, noticed in 
the findings in both student groups, although not as explicitly among AN students, where they 
instead tend to position themselves (or conform to a structural idea of their place) in relation to 
their language proficiency. This also seems not to be a problem limited to Sweden, as Beicht and 
Walden (2017) write that “migration background exerts a negative effect on the chances of 
progressing to company based or fully qualifying training” (p. 424). While the findings point to 
ethnicity being an important factor for the formation of a vocational identity, this was not a focus 
point in the interviews. Still, it was expressed more explicitly among the FL-students who were 
told that they are not Swedish, and more implicitly in the case of AN students’ ideas of worth and 
language proficiency. Also, another aspect of this is how it is perceived by students in terms of 
vocational competence and, consequently, being good enough to later succeed (or fail in 
becoming) as a professional. 
 
Being filtered out 

Based on the findings, I would argue that one of the more important aspects of students’ 
vocational becoming is how they handle different challenges. As discussed above, challenges come 
in different forms, like barriers created in the intersections of perceptions, or conflicts created in 
different practices. Through the CoP lens (Wenger, 1998) these events or processes could be 
described in terms of students forming inbound or outbound trajectories. However, I see two 
problems with this approach: a pedagogical issue and one involving labelling students as failures.  
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The first problem is on a pedagogical level—the process of learning a vocation may overlook 
important aspects regarding students who drop out. From the findings, I would argue that 
describing the process of learning a vocation as a process of forming an identity through 
participation and learning, regardless of complexity, risks creating a ‘veil of vocational learning’ 

that obscures power dynamics and status hierarchies in the socialisation processes. What I mean 
to do is to redirect the spotlight from how failure is attributed to student’s ‘inability to learn the 
trade’, and instead direct attention to the structures, practices, or conditions that hinder or 
complicate students' success in their education or transition to the vocation. To elaborate this 
stance in relation to prior research, Hvitved (2014) argue that what teachers demand of students 
extends to the students’ attitudes. This is not necessarily evident in the curricula, and as highlighted 
by Rehn and Eliasson (2015), some teachers even argue that some things cannot be learned. I do not 
believe it is an exaggeration to also attribute this to the supervisors who students interact with when at 
WBL. In my opinion, perhaps the most notable aspect of this is the role students’ ethnicity has played 
in their formation of a vocational identity—at least among those born and raised outside Sweden. 

Regarding the second problem, Nitzler and Frykholm (1993) describe students who fail to align 
to a desirable vocational habitus will risk being ‘weeded out’. Though I would rather use the term 

‘being filtered out’—instead of viewing failure as connected to a specific point, such as failing an 
exam, I instead refer to a process of experiences making students perceive themselves as 
unsuitable, whether this occurs through explicit expressions or more implicit suggestions. Based 
on the findings I would argue that this is important, as there seem to be a risk that blame is placed 
on the students, labelling them as educational failures. This is particularly noticeable in countries 
with large systems for (and pressure on participation in) adult education, especially in Sweden 
where, as argued by Fejes (2010), policy dictates that the individual is responsible for his/her own 
employability. Especially when it seems that addressing issues of low completion rates is exacted 
through more flexibility and individualisation, as noted by Mufic (2022). Describing students as 
‘failures’ or focusing solely on their development of outbound trajectories risks overlooking the 
extent to which personal conflicts between students and teachers (or supervisors) can arise. This 
is particularly relevant in the context of VET within MAE, where students interact with a small 
number of teachers and study in relatively short programmes. 

From the findings I argue that there is a need to shift focus away from the moment when the 
student's trajectory deviates away from a vocation and instead focus on what enables students’ 
agentic actions. In other words, we should focus on what type of interactions in different practices 
influence students’ perceptions, or how is their thinking and acting directed. This should preferably 
be done before students chose education but must absolutely happen when they are within MAE. 
Students are expected to align (or realign) themselves with vocational ideals, but they carry a range 
of different experiences with them that have been influenced by, for example, questions of gender, 
class, and ethnicity (see also Carter, 2014; Huppatz, 2010; Rehn & Eliasson, 2015). Additionally, 
as argued by Fejes and Nicoll (2010), even if the gendered subjectivity of a caring identity is an 
expectation within a caring community of practice, it is still framed as something that constitutes 
the subjectivity of the individual student (or caregiver). These aspects are fundamental in forming 
the students’ personal epistemologies and affect why they choose to pursue adult education, and 
how they manage, as well as how and which trajectories are formed. Reducing VET to a system 
solely aimed at quickly providing ‘job-relevant skills’ and presenting it as somewhat of an Autobahn 
towards a fulfilling career can unjustly stigmatise those not choosing MAE and those who drop 
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out. In particular, framing outbound vocational trajectories as personal failures risk neglecting the 
need to address problems coming from more deep-rooted social structures. 
 
The important horizon of possibility 

From the findings I argue that students need to be able to perceive that both their end-goal and 
their progress are attainable in order to succeed in their studies and to develop a vocational identity. 
In this process, WBL is one of the most important parts. In relation to the CoP perspective (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991), WBL implies the opportunity to gain access to a vocational practice, to learn 
both in and through work together with more experienced professionals. Learning a vocation in 
MAE, and by extension through WBL, could also be described as preparation for transitioning 
into another practice that can be more or less within the same landscape (Wenger-Trayner & 
Wenger-Trayner, 2014). In the findings this can vary between vocations, as AN students perceive 
themselves as facing a job market with significant differences in the everyday life of professionals 
depending on the workplace, while floor layers perceive a somewhat smaller difference between 
different employers. However, without access to the vocational practice through WBL, students 
have less opportunity to negotiate how a vocation's idealised and realised ideals relate to each 
other, let alone how they relate to the student's perceptions. The question then is to what extent 
the students can align with a vocational identity. The students must want to embrace a vocational 
identity (Billett, 2010), or, as argued by Colley et al. (2003), a vocational habitus must be a choosable 
identity and as the choice must fall within the students ‘horizons for action’. In essence, one must 
know about the choices and opportunities one has before one can even think about making choices. 

This becomes more evident in the later findings in relation to the students who aimed for 
university. They both went from something of an ambivalent attitude to a more convinced one, 
although one of them made comprehensive changes in her self-image, as she became a 
‘bookworm’, suggesting that VET in MAE succeeded in strengthening her self-image as ‘a learner’. 
Similar to the findings of van Tuijl and van der Molen (2016), she also had ‘significant adults’ 
(family and teachers) supporting her in this process. On the other hand, the other AN students 
saw continued barriers to university, albeit with a pragmatic stance rather than any form of 
expressed negativity. Still, a critical question could be raised to ask in what extent their self-image 
has been shaped to prepare for a working life and to what extent they have been supported in 
seeing university as a possible alternative. I am not arguing that everyone must be prepared for 
university, but, as other researchers have noted, perhaps study counselling could provide support 
for continued diversity in students' future prospects throughout their education (Borghans et al., 
2015; van Tuijl & van der Molen, 2016; Wong & Kaur, 2017). 

 In addition, among the FL students, no one implied in that they intended to make a move 
regarding higher studies. Their programme certainly had a clear focus on them transitioning into 
work as quickly as possible. On the other hand, this could also be contrasted with the AN students 
who, to a greater extent, mentioned higher studies as a possible pathway, although it was far from 
obvious to everyone as to how they would go about it. A somewhat cynical observation is that the 
AN students were told that they could become something more than just assistant nurses, implying 
a question about whether AN being is ‘good enough’. However, there were other problems 
regarding the FL students’ urgent school-to-work transitions. It could be argued that the FL 
students without experience in WBL face a bigger problem in that they feel that they are facing a 
labour market that values them less because they are ‘not Swedish’.  
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Final conclusion  

When I started working on this thesis, I had, perhaps somewhat naively, envisioned a study about 
how students learn vocational identities that could be useful to VET teachers and, in turn aid 
students in forging their paths in life. This has been done, but if there is something to take away, 
it is that Vocational Education and Training does so much more for individuals than prepare them 
for a vocation. The original intention to narrow in on vocational identity gave way to a broad 
understanding of the different ways in which individuals can grow through VET in adult education. 
But also, I learned that there are risks in shortening the duration of VET programmes and that 
structural aspects that influence (or hinder) how students form their identity risk being overlooked 
in educational contexts. 
 
VET in MAE, more than preparing for a vocation 

Through VET in MAE, students can develop other identities; they can learn how to become adults, 
re-evaluate themselves as lifelong learners, see themselves become active members of society, and 
much more. Furthermore, I would also like to emphasise the emotional and existential aspects of 
students successfully completing VET in MAE and gaining better opportunities to procure a job. 
The findings also highlight the social role that MAE can fulfil. This includes the psychosocial 
benefits that arise from having a school to attend and classmates to interact with. There are of 
course pedagogical benefits, such as being able to discuss course content with classmates. But 
having access to a social context can of be particular importance for adults, as some may find it 
challenging to make friends in adulthood.  

In addition to this, the issue of time is also a difficult question, as findings show, students 
experience that there is a lack of time in MAE and that everything is too fast. Both in relation to 
the studies themselves and to students’ individual possibilities for studying. There is a range of 
perspectives regarding time—some suffer from lack of time and some wish for less time. However, 
a prevailing theme has been that school should be a space to make mistakes, yet there is not always 
enough time to do so, and instead students are shunted forward, risking failing and be filtered out. 

An interesting consequence of this is that despite the thesis not focusing on structural 
conditions such as vocational identity being affected by aspects of gender, class, or ethnicity, these 
themes still emerged in the interviews. This was particularly the case for ethnicity; mainly as a 
barrier for transitioning into working life, although it is also noticeable in how students position 
themselves in relation to their language skills and the demands of the vocational practice. 

In accordance with the thesis conclusions, I argue that there is a risk that students who, for one 
reason or the other, ‘fail’ in becoming their vocation are explained away under a veil of vocational 
learning which hides structural problems in society. In more detail, students who are described as 
individuals who need to learn more vocational skills, or who eventually realise that the vocation is 
not ‘for them’. In other words, explanations revolving around the relationship between the 
student's knowledge/skills and vocational demands (or perhaps even the school’s inadequate 
education) risk overlooking or missing structural issues that not only keeps students from 
transitioning after or during their education but also before they even make the choice to study. 
 
Didactical implications in VET 

From a didactic perspective, there is a lot to be gained from this thesis. Partly in terms of the 
viewing VET content from a broad perspective, but also in terms of students’ vocational 
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development. In a broader perspective regarding what VET in MAE can do for adults, this thesis 
shows that students’ perceptions about themselves and their prospective vocation influences their 
approach to school and learning. These perceptions also undergo continuous changes throughout 
the students’ educational journeys, and school can perhaps better utilise this when helping 
students, regardless of whether this occurs in the context of vocational becoming or other aspects.  

Drawing from the conclusions of this thesis, I would strongly recommend that teachers (and 
other personnel, like study counsellors) dedicate time to actively engage with students in 
discussions about their goals and motives. This approach serves a dual purpose: for teachers to 
grasp the students’ aspirations and motives in pursuing VET and, equally importantly, to gain 
insights into their preconditions and circumstances as well as their potential to develop a vocational 
identity. In this context, it is once again crucial to acknowledge that students' perceptions evolve, 
self-images can become fortified, and dreams—as well as life circumstances—can change. Also, 
teachers play a vital role in influencing theses process, but their pedagogical mission is also in turn 
influenced by how their students change, which is why there needs to be continuous dialogue with 
the students.  

In addition to this, teachers’ self-reflection becomes essential, as they need to consider what 
vocational identity they personally embody and the underlying (sometimes implicit), expectations, 
prejudices and biases associated with it. Concerning matters of vocational identity, it is equally 
beneficial to discuss the implications of being, or becoming, part of a certain vocation. Moreover, 
the emphasis on dialogue should revolve around unveiling the barriers that are created in the 
students’ intersections of perceptions. By discussing the students’ perceptions it would be possible 
to challenge these barriers, preferably at an early stage in education. This is of particular 
importance, for though certain barriers are overcome through students ‘learning more’, others can 
be dismantled by changing their perceptions. Also, whether the sense of inadequacy stems from a 
seemingly mistaken perception of vocational demands or from an actual gap in knowledge, its 
resolution begins with open discussion. In addition, I would argue that addressing these barriers is 
most effectively achieved within the school environment, as students perceive it to be more 
forgiving when it comes to errors. Also, regardless of whether the feeling of inadequacy arises 
from a (perhaps inaccurate) understanding of vocational expectations or from an actual gap in 
knowledge, the initial resolution of handling barriers hinges on them being discussed. 
Furthermore, I would also argue that it is important to handle these barriers within the school 
setting, which students perceive as a more forgiving space for embracing and learning from 
mistakes. However, they also need to be addressed in the vocational setting.  

From the findings of the thesis, I would also encourage teachers to actively engage in 
conversations with students concerning their vocational identity development. In this it is also 
possible to highlight other dimensions of adult education's capacity to empower students, whether 
in terms of cultivating an identity as a learner or becoming more active participants in society. 
Furthermore, one of the most important aspects of VET is to play an active role in ensuring 
students’ WBL, involving both the acquisition of suitable WBL placements and following up on 
students' growth in connection with their WBL experiences. However, this is a perhaps something 
that runs the risk of being neglected in adult education, with the assumption that since students 
are adults, they should be adept at handling any potential social challenges.  

The school, encompassing both as a physical environment and social context, holds a significant 
role for students, even though they are classified as adults, by definition. In an exceedingly 
hyperpractical world where all rationale points toward employability and rapid transitions from 



  

67 
 

education to work, there is a risk that these components might fade away, fuelled by the notion 
that since students are adults, they should be able to manage. However, I argue that these aspects 
hold no lesser importance just because they are adults, and are even more important for those who 
have previously struggled in school. 
 
Critical reflections 

To approach my study critically, I have here chosen to highlight a critical reflection on the 
methodological approach. I do this first by discussing interviews and then moving on to a 
discussion on the design of the longitudinal approach, followed by general qualitative methods, 
and last, the researcher’s role. 

Semi-structured interviews lend themselves well to drawing attention to the world from the 
perspective of the informants from the eyes of the informants (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014) and 
was therefore chosen for the whole thesis. The method allows for flexibility in the interview 
process, as it gives the informant more control over the conversation, allowing them to share their 
perspective and experiences which can lead to more in-depth and detailed responses. But at the 
same time, it also gives the interviewer the ability to guide the conversation around what the 
researcher is interested in.  

The interviews also take on an extra dimension, as the three interview rounds follow the same 
students over time. There are advantages to a longitudinal design where “interviews occur serially 

with the same subjects, we render ourselves capable of advancing an ancillary goal, that of 
identifying and understanding the meaning of temporal change to people” (Hermanowicz, 2013, 
p. 194). The idea of a longitudinal design was made partly to nuance the result in the findings. That 
said, the thesis is not example of the end result of MAE, but rather an example of different 
processes and identity formation. The idea was to aspire for a better understanding of processes 
related to vocational identity formation through several interviws instead of interviewing students 
after graduation, thereby avoiding reconstructed narratives (i.e. avoiding the post hoc fallacy). The 
idea is that students’ perceptions can become self-fulfilling prophecies as well as bwing challenged 
and diametrically changed. However, if students were to only be interviewed at a specific time, 
nuances could be harder to identify, as in retrospect it is easier to see the common thread, but the 
risk is that such a perspective blinds one to the choices and dilemmas the students previously faced 
and how those choices subsequently affected them. However, even though the fourth (and to 
some extent the third) article can be considered longitudinal, it is not possible to make a 
longitudinal knowledge claim for the entire thesis. Partly due to the structure of the articles and 
also due to dropouts, one consideration is that if I had focused on a single group of students, I 
would have had less empirical material from the first round of interviews. On the other hand, given 
the substantial dropout rate among FL students, I am still grateful that I did not make that choice. 

Although I use a qualitative approach, critical questions could be raised regarding the number 
of informants. However, in chapter five I explain in more detail about my aspirations to show the 
breadth of vocational identity as a phenomenon rather making claims of representing an objective 
reality. Another aspect is the longitudinal approach, as there is a somewhat peculiar weighting of 
the data material with many students in the beginning and few towards the end. However, having 
many students in the beginning was part of the plan, which, in a way, made the analysis more 
challenging due to the extensive amount of data (which was subsequently divided into two articles). 
However, not all comparisons can be made simultaneously, and the dropout rate ended up being 
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larger than expected, as it was not possible to reach all FL students. Furthermore, even though not 
all students were working within their vocation at the time of the final interview, there are no 
students representing ‘dropouts’, meaning those who have discontinued their studies for various 
reasons. It could perhaps therefore be argued that my data material is somewhat biased towards 
those with the capacity to ‘make it’ and that I missed out on those who has been filtered out. 
Lastly, much of research is a matter of resources, time, and space and focusing on making 
comparisons closes doors to more in-depth analyses of different phenomena. 

Another way to approach the methodology is to discuss other alternative methods. This thesis 
began with a brief participant observation as part of a context study, and an alternative idea is that 
I instead could have continued with observations as a main method. In short, a number of 
phenomena have been discussed in this thesis, however, these phenomena are formulated based 
on the interviews with the students. An ethnographic approach could possibly have provided 
opportunities to observe how (when and if) these phenomena arise in school and/or vocational 
practice. Additionally, an ethnographic approach could also have enabled discussion of these 
phenomena with the students in close temporal proximity, especially if specific conflicts were 
observed. Nevertheless, this could be challenging, especially when it comes to identity, which can 
be difficult to grasp through observation, although the emphasis could be on situated identities, 
interactions, or how identities are enacted within different practices. Another interesting aspect is 
the relationships between teachers and supervisors, but ethnography provides more in-depth data 
regarding interactions between different individuals.  

In retrospect, one of the drawbacks I have experienced by relying solely on interviews has been 
the lack of insight into the critical moments where conflicts arise in the vocational (or school) 
practice. However, interviews provide an opportunity to acknowledge how the informant 
expresses themselves, interprets, and processes the world.  

Furthermore, for as a researcher aspiring to describe and formalise the students and their 
histories in the most accurate way possible, there must be an awareness of how the researcher 
affects them. In essence, the interview and the interview text is a social performance that gives a 
situated meaningfulness to the world (Denzin, 2001), and by following and interviewing students 
I affect them, for better or for worse. In terms of content, there may be sensitive aspects that risk 
exposing various failures of the informants (Sinding & Aronson, 2003).  
 
Contributions and suggestions for further research 

The aim of this thesis is to understand how vocations are learned in adult education by exploring 
the vocational identity formation of MAE students by following them throughout different stages 
in Vocational Education and Training (VET) and into working life. Two distinct groups of 
students (assistant nurse students and floor layer students) have been interviewed throughout their 
education. Through discussions held within the research field of vocational identity formation and 
aided by the theoretical framework, the main contribution of this thesis lies in portraying the 
importance of adult learners’ intersections of perceptions in the social processes within and 
between school and vocational practices. 

Also, this thesis provides insights that VET in MAE does more than prepare students for 
transitioning into a vocation. They can learn to become an adult, learn that they can learn, or learn 
enough so that they feel like more active members of society. Additionally, the discussion 
underscores that forming of a vocational identity as an adult can open up paths in life previously 
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unthinkable. However, the thesis also draw attention to backsides of VET in MAE. VET is 
sometimes described as a kind of fast track to employment, but not everyone has the same 
opportunities to succeed, time can be limited, and VET has an inherent sorting mechanism, 
filtering out those who fail to adapt to the implicit and explicit requirements. This filtering process 
can also be unfair to those being sorted out, which can be due to explicit as well as implicit reasons, 
and for personal as well as structural reasons. Nevertheless, it is something that that warrants 
further research. 

This thesis also constitutes a methodological and theoretical contribution, as it explores how 
the concept of identity and learning a vocational identity from a CoP perspective (Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Wenger, 2010) can be nuanced by a student’s sense of self (Billett, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2010). 
Different aspects of socioeconomic power relations can also be highlighted in the CoP perspective 
through the use of habitus (Bourdieu, 1984, 1992), and vocational habitus in particular Colley et 
al. (2003). Furthermore, this thesis also shows how the concepts of landscapes of practice 
(Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014) and imagined trajectories (Fenton‐O'Creevy et al., 
2014) can be used to understand the educational journey of adults in VET. 

Regarding further research, I want to highlight five possible routes. The first one is to address 
a limitation in the latter part of the thesis, which is the lack of a longitudinal perspective that 
includes floor layers (or craftsmen in general). Perhaps a continuation of that thought is a study 
focusing on the students who dropped out from both the study and/or the programme. Another 
idea is to extend the longitudinal perspective; partly to follow students later in life to explore more 
longitudinal effects of MAE, but also, to continue with an exploratory approach by following 
students who, through VET, continued into university education. It would be interesting to follow 
students who have developed an identity as lifelong learners in as adults. A third idea is to explore 
how the (potential) divide between educational and vocational practices related to students’ 
perceptions in other forms of adult education. This could be particularly interesting in contexts 
that are comparably less governed, such as folk high schools and study associations, or maybe in 
entirely different educational institutions like the armed forces. The fourth idea is to follow up on 
identity formation in relation to structural aspects such as ethnicity, gender, and class. Much of 
this stems from the fact that, in this thesis, these questions became part of the findings, despite 
the interviews not being primarily centred around them. This indicate that structural questions are 
important when identity and vocational identity formation is discussed. A deeper structural focus 
in the underlying design of a study could emphasis how students’ possibilities and agency are 
influenced but also how students experience barriers and conflicts. However, my foremost idea 
for further research is to do more in-depth studies with more of an ethnographic approach 
focusing on combining participatory observations with interviews. It is my assumption that this 
could create a broader perspective on how students in MAE navigate their barriers created within 
their intersections of perceptions, as well as how they handle different conflicts in school and 
vocational practice. In particular, this could open up more in-depth analyses and discussions 
regarding how structural barriers related to class, gender, and ethnicity are enacted. 
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Appendixes  
All these documents have been used in Swedish and then translated to be included here.  
 
Appendix 1 – Consent form  

DEPARTMENT OF BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCES AND 

LEARNING  

  

  

Learning a vocation  

  

  
1. This thesis is conducted by Tobias Karlsson, phd-student at Linköping University and aims 

to understand how students at municipal adult education develop a professional identity.   
  

2. The study is primarily based on interviews of students, but contextual understanding is 
created with the help of teacher interviews and participatory observation in the students' 
study environment.  

  
3. Participation in the project is voluntary and students can opt out at any time, without the 

need to explain why.   
  

4. What is said during talks and interviews can be reproduced in connection with the research 
project's publications, but without a name or any other information that can identify the 
participant.   

  
5. Information provided in the study will only be used by my (Tobias), my supervisors and 

any reviewers of my thesis project. All processing of personal data takes place in 
accordance with the provisions of the Personal Data Act (personuppgiftslagen).  

  
6. A participant has the right to annually, from Linköping University, request the information 

registered about him/her. Contact details can be found at the bottom of this letter.   
  

7. I may contact participants in the study for follow-up interviews in the middle of, at the end 
of and approximately one year after their training.  It is then possible, without justification, 
to decline further participation.   

  
8. Information that emerges from the study will be stored by Linköping University in a secure 

environment for ten years, and then destroyed.   
  
  
Contact  

If you would like further information, please contact:   
Tobias Karlsson  
Tobias.karlsson@liu.se    
013 - 28 24 04  
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Since you have chosen to participate in this study, I would like to inform you once again about the 
project and how I handle the information that emerges. The information letter is attached to this 
consent form. I would like to audio record the conversation. The recording is made for data 
collection purposes; If you give your consent, please give your consent at the beginning of the 
recording and by signing on this form.  
  
Here I consent to participation in this study. This means that I have been informed about the 
purpose and procedure of the project, that I have had the opportunity to ask questions, received 
them answered, and that I have received information about the processing of personal data.     
  
Signature of participant:__________  

  

Name and surname in text:__________  

  

Date:__________  

  
We would also like to have your contact information in order to later return with the request to 
participate in a follow-up interview. For example, it can be an email address or phone number.   
  
Contact:__________  

  
_____________________________________________________________  
  
Contact  

If you would like further information, please contact:   
Tobias Karlsson  
Tobias.karlsson@liu.se    
013 - 28 24 04  
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Appendix 2 – Interview guide – teachers  

What I want to know from the teachers  

Teacher  

1. Can you tell me a little about your background?  
a. What is your educational background?  

i. Basic education?  
ii. VET-teacher education?  
iii. Other formal or non-formal education?  

2. Work experience?  
a. Previous work  
b. Experience as a teacher  

3. How did you become a teacher?  
a. Why did you become a teacher?  
b. Why this school?  

4. Do you have any specific expertise or responsibilities?  
The educational structure  

1. You are a teacher in health and social care/floorlaying, can you tell me about the 
education?  

a. Which courses come in what order?  
i. Why?  

b. What is the relationship between school-based education and WBL?  
i. Synergies between school and WBL?  
ii. Difficult/easy to find WBL-sites at companies?  

2. Can you describe what you focus most on in each course?  
a. Is it something that is being deprioritised?  
b. Is there any courses or knowledge/skill requirements within the programme 

from one step to the next?  
3. What else can be said about the structure of the education?  

Most important in the education?  

1. If you think about students becoming assistant nurses/floor layers, what is, in your 
opinion, most valuable in the education in relation to the students' future professional 
life?   

i. Special courses/course content?  
b. When and in what way in education will the most valuable come?   
c. Are there aspects (general knowledge and vocational skills) that are important 

in the vocation but are not addressed in the curriculum?   
i. Or vice versa  

d. Do students have the opportunity, during their education, to learn everything 
that is required to cope with the vocation?  

i. Is there anything that "good can be learned in the vocation"?  
ii. Is it possible for students to become assistant nurses/floor layers 

before or when they graduate?   
e. What do the WBL sites/employers say about this? (1a-1d)  
f. Is there a programme council?  

i. What is said there in relation to 1a-1d?  
2. Regarding what is most important in the education, it is something that is discussed:  

a. In the teaching staff?  
b. With students?  
c. With the WBL-sites?  

3. What else can be said about education?  
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About the students  

1. Can you give me a general picture of the students you have?   
a. What does their prior knowledge look like?  
b. Are they motivated to learn?   
c. What are the students' biggest challenges?   
d. What are their main strengths?   
e. Why are they here?  
f. How do they manage their education?  
g. Do they get a job after graduation?  

2. What else can be said about the students?  
Organisation and challenges  

1. How do you at the faculty work together?   
a. Do you set up courses/plan together?  
b. Are you helping each other with in other ways?  
c. How long have you been working together?  

2. Are there any particular challenges you, as a faculty face regarding the organisation of 
the education?  

a. How does it compare to other educations?  
3. Is there anything about this school that you are particularly proud of? Regarding 

supporting the student learning? Is there anything that [the local school] is doing better 
than other schools?  

4. Is there anything else you would like to add that I haven't asked about?  
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Appendix 3 – Interview round 1 – At the beginning  

What do I want to know from students  

About the person  

1. Can you tell us a little about yourself, who are you?  
a. Previous educational background,   

i. Formal/informal education  
b. Previous work experience  
c. Previous experience of other things (associations, hobbies, etc.)  

The way in  

1. How did you start studying at MAE?   
2. Why did you choose Health and Social Care/Floor laying?  

a. Was it difficult/easy to find the education?  
b. Did you choose between other options?  

3. Now that you have started takin courses, how has the first time been?    
a. What has been most valuable?  
b. What has been less good?  

Educational aims  

1. What do you dream of working with in the future?   
a. How do you think this education will help you get there?   
b. In what ways does the education help you reach the goal?  

2. What support do you get from teachers, fellow students, WBL to reach your goal?   
3. If you find that you need more help, what do you do?  

Professional competence  

1. What is your view of what it is like to work as a [assistant nurse/floor layer]?  
a. Considering work tasks/responsibilities?  
b. Based on different approaches/attitudes?  
c. From the point of view of ethics and morals?  
d. In relation to being "a good colleague”?  

2. What do you think is important to learn in order to become a [assistant nurse/floor 
layer]? (knowledge/approach)  

a. In your opinion?  
b. According to possible national requirements?  
c. According to your workplace/WBL-site?  
d. According to the National Agency for Education?  
e. According to your teachers?  

3. What do you hope to get out of the education as a whole?  
a. What do you hope to learn this semester?  

Vocational identity  

1. What do you think characterizes a good [assistant nurse/floor layer]?  
2. What image do you think people have of [assistant nurse/floor layer]?  

a. How do you relate to that image? (weave in question 1)  
3. How to become a good assistant nurse/floor layer?  

Is there anything else you want to add that I haven't asked about? And, can we meet again?  
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Appendix 4 – Interview round 2 – At the end of their education  

What do I want to know from students  

1. We met X months ago, what has happened since the last time?   
a. What would you say you've learned?  
b. Can you briefly describe your teachers?  

i. Subjects/courses they taught, their background.  
c. Which courses have been the best?  
d. How has the class been?  

i. How have you studied/together?  
2. WBL  

a. How much have you been out at WBL?  
b. How have the different WBL periods worked?  
c. What did you got to do?  
d. If you ran into problems or had questions, where did you turn?  
e. Did you have a supervisor?  

i. How did that collaboration work?  
f. Were there any differences between what you did at WBL and what you learned 

in school?  
3. Now there are only a few months left until graduation, how do you think about it? Has 

the education prepared you for a future professional life?  
a. Is there anything that you are missing?  

4. What types of tasks do you now feel prepared to perform?  
a. Which ones can (and/or can't) you perform?  

5. Do you feel like an assistant nurse/floor layer?  
a. In what contexts  
b. Do you feel more like you are your vocation now than when we last met?   

i. In what way?  
6. Have you as a person changed in any way?  

a. In what way?  
7. How satisfied are you with your education?   

a. In what way? Why?  
b. If you could change anything, what would it be?  
c. If you were to give tips and advice to new adult education students on your 

education, what tips would you give them?  
i. Related to school?  
ii. Related to the vocation?  

8. What do you hope to work with in the future?  
a. Is that dream different from when we last met?  
b. How was your view of work as AN/FL affected by your WBL?  

i. Did you have different WBL locations?  
A good worker  

1. What is your view of what it is like to work as a [assistant nurse/Floor layer]?  
a. Considering work tasks/responsibilities?  
b. Based on different attitudes/approaches?  
c. From the point of view of ethics and morals?  
d. In relation to being "a good colleague"?  

2. What do you think is important to learn to become a [assistant nurse/floor layer]? 
(knowledge/approach)  

a. In your opinion?  
b. According to your workplace/WBL location?  
c. According to your teachers?  
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3. What do you think characterises a good assistant nurse/Floor layer?  
a. How do one become good?  

4. What image do you think people have of [assistant nurses/floor layers]  
a. Has your perception of this image changed in any way since the last time we 

met?  
b. How do you relate to that image? (weave in question 1)  

i. Has your relationship with that image changed anything since the last 
time we met?  

  
Is there anything else you want to add that I haven't asked about?  
Can we meet again?  
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Appendix 5 –  Interview round 3 – One year after graduation  

Introduction  

1. We met about a year ago, what has happened since the last time?   
a. How has your life changed since we last saw each other?  

i. What's it like to work? And get your life together?   
ii. How do you live?   
iii. The family situation?   
iv. Hobbies?   
v. What do you do for work?  

b. Have you as a person changed in any way?   
A look back  

1. Thinking back, what would you say that you have learned in the last year?  
a. What has your job meant to you?  

2. What has MAE meant to you?  
a. How satisfied are you with your education?  
b. How is your image of your teachers in retrospect?  
c. Would you have liked to have done something different?  

3. How has the education prepared you for what you are doing now?  
a. Which courses have been best for your current situation?  
b. Is there anything that you have missed in the education?  
c. Is there somethin that the education cannot/could not prepare you for?  
d. How well does the educational content match work and routines in the 

vocation?  
i. If there is a conflict between what the school has taught you and the 

workplace's routines, what do you do?  
4. WBL and working life.  

a. How is WBL different from working?  
b. What has WBL meant for your professional development?  
c. How was your view of work as AN/FL affected by your WBL?  

To work  

1. Is the vocation as you expected it to be?  
a. What is the best thing about your vocation?  

i. What is most challenging?  
b. What is the best thing about your workplace?  

i. What is most challenging?  
2. Work and inclusion  

a. Have you had any kind of induction/apprenticeship?  
i. If so, what did you learn there?  
ii. If you do not work with the vocation, do you have any use of what you 

learned at MAE?  
b. What are your responsibilities at work?  

i. Are they different from other people's responsibilities?   
ii. Are there any tasks you are not allowed / do not want / cannot do? 

Why not?   
c. Are you "part of the crew”?  

i. If yes, how do you notice it?  
ii. If no, how do you notice it?  
iii. What does it take to become part of the crew?  

d. What expectations do you have of a person who says they are AN/FL?  
i. How do you react if the person doesn't live up to your expectations?  
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3. Do you feel like an assistant nurse/floor layer?  
a. In what contexts?  
b. Do you have a stronger vocational identity now than when we last met?   
c. In what way?  

A good worker  

1. How would you describe what it's like to work as an assistant nurse/floor layer?  
i. Considering tasks/responsibilities?  
ii. Based on different attitudes/approaches?  
iii. From the point of view of ethics and morals?  
iv. In relation to being "a good colleague"?  

b. Is there any difference from now and when you started your education?  
c. Is there any difference between now and when you finished your education?  

2. If you compare your view of the vocation with (a-c) Is there any difference in where you 
should learn to become a nurse/floor layer? (knowledge/approach)  

a. According to your workplace  
b. According to your colleagues?  
c. Your old WBL sites?  

3. What do you think now characterises a good assistant nurse/floor layer?  
a. How to become good?  

4. What image do you think people generally have of assistant nurses/floor layers?  
a. Has your perception of this image changed in any way since the last time we met?  
b. How do you relate to that image? (weave in question 1)  

i. Has your relationship with that image changed anything since the last time 
we met?  

5. What do you think your life will look like in the future?  
a. Is that dream different from when we last met?  
b. If you were to give tips and advice to new MAE students applying for the education 

you chose, what tips would you give them?  
i. Related to school.  
ii. Related to the vocation.  

c. If you were faced with the choice of choosing MAE again, would you have chosen 
differently?  

 

Is there anything else you want to add that I haven't asked about?  
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