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Niemi, Anna-Maija & Laaksonen, Linda Maria 

Discourses on educational support in the context of general upper 
secondary education  

 

Introduction   

The Finnish education system is characterized by nine years of comprehensive, high-quality 

education for all children and young people. In addition, guaranteeing reasonable educational 

opportunities after basic education is an important societal objective. After basic education, 

upper secondary education divides sharply into separate types of schools ‒ general and 

vocational ‒ which differs from other Nordic and many other European school systems 

(Nylund et al. 2018; Eurydike 2018).1 Young people in Finland must basically choose 

between those two options. About 95 per cent of students continue into upper secondary 

education; of these, 53 per cent choose general education and 42 per cent choose vocational 

schools (OSF 2017).2 General upper secondary education is described as providing students 

with extensive general knowledge, the principle objective being to enable further studies in 

higher education (MINEDU 2018). Vocational education primarily prepares students for 

working life. Vocational schools have long traditions in educating young people who have 

different needs in terms of support, and support practices such as special education have been 

established in vocational schools (Niemi 2015). In contrast, general upper secondary schools 

are considered to serve more ‘academically orientated’ students. These schools have 

traditionally not had established support practices, as before 2019, Finland’s general upper 

secondary education act did not require the provision of special education. 

In this article, we examine the practices of educational support as well as the meanings that 

general upper secondary school practices give support and the need for support. We are 

interested in both the discourses that define and construct the meaning-making and the 

practices in everyday school life, which formulate the definitions of support. The article is 

based on an ethnographic study of educational support, study counselling and societal 

                                                 
 
2 In Finland, most young people who do not continue to upper secondary schools enter preparatory training 
programmes for vocational schools or general upper secondary schools (OSF 2018).  
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inclusion of young people in upper secondary education in the Helsinki metropolitan area. 

We analyse the data produced in one general upper secondary school during the school year 

2016–17.  Focusing closely on seven interviews of students and teachers and on fieldnotes on 

special education teachers’ work, we pose the following questions: 1) How are the needs for 

support and the support practices discussed in the context of general upper secondary 

education? 2) What kinds of meanings do schools’ everyday practices give support and the 

needs for support?  

Overview of Finnish general upper secondary school and educational support  

You have to create your own timetable and manage your own studies. It’s a very 

challenging way to study for many students at that age. If you’re a really 

straightforward and organized kind of person and learning feels effortless, then this 

kind of arrangement works great for you. Then it’s nice to get to manage your own 

studies, but it’s not easy for everyone.             

 Teacher, general upper secondary school 

 

Previous studies show that students regarded as having special educational needs, as well as 

students with migrant backgrounds, are often guided into vocational studies rather than 

general upper secondary school (Kirjavainen et al. 2016; Jahnukainen et al. 2018). Steering 

towards vocational education has been justified because of a student’s assumed deficiencies 

in academic learning and Finnish language skills (Niemi 2015). Even though, since the late 

1990s, vocational diplomas have offered general eligibility to apply for higher education, the 

divide between vocational and general schools continues to influence educational choices in 

higher education (Haltia, Jauhiainen & Isopahkala-Bouret 2017; Nylund et al. 2018). This 

relates to the history of general upper secondary school as an institution that prepares students 

for academic higher education. Students who are accepted to these schools have traditionally 

been seen as more academically orientated. The ideal of an academic student as able and not 

in need of any educational support persists and is reproduced in school practices and society 

in general (see also Langorgen & Magnus 2018, 602).  It is also related to definitions of 

disability and special educational needs which we understand as multifaceted, discursively 

produced phenomena tied to various societal, cultural, historical and material dimensions. We 

do not see disability or special educational needs as deriving from an individual’s specific 

body functions, dis/abilities or other characteristics; we consider these to be constantly 



   

This manuscript will be published in Disablity & Society. 

3 

 

produced, shaped and defined in relation to the norm of the ideal learner and within societal 

practices, such as education. (See e.g. Goodley 2014; Kauppila, Kinnari & Niemi 2018.) In 

the general upper secondary school system in particular, different educational practices may 

disable students by hindering their participation, but also enable their participation by 

offering adequate support and possibilities for participation (see Mietola 2014).  

As expressed by the teacher we interviewed and quoted above, for many students who are 

accepted to general upper secondary school, the studies are challenging – not least because of 

the course structure (which is not centred around a study group) and because organizing and 

managing one’s studies requires self-responsibility. The supposed academic orientation of 

students is also the reason that special needs education has historically been mostly relegated 

to vocational schools, as it continues to be today. This practice is brought into question 

because many upper secondary school students have different kinds of needs for educational 

support related to learning, language skills or mental health. Because the previous act 

governing general upper secondary education did not provide for special education, the 

resources and practices devoted to educational support have varied from school to school, and 

decisions concerning its organization have been left to the municipalities and individual 

schools (General Upper Secondary Schools Act 1998; Mehtäläinen 2005; Sinkkonen et al. 

2016). In recent years, however, political discussion on whether special education should be 

mandated by law for general upper secondary education has been lively, and the new law 

endorsed during the autumn of 2018 will come into force during 2019–2021. Even today not 

every general upper secondary school in Finland has full-time special education teachers, and 

fewer resources are directed towards the work of the few special education teachers in these 

schools than to special education teachers in vocational schools3. In this article we consider 

our research results in relation to the ongoing law reform and its potential outcomes. 

                                                 

3 In vocational education, a student is entitled to special support in learning and studies if, because 

of a learning difficulty, disability, illness or another reason, they need long-term, regular support to 

achieve learning goals and a diploma. Special support means systematic, pedagogical support and 

special teaching and learning arrangements which are based on the student’s goals and skills. 
(Vocational Education and Training Act 531/2017.) Nineteen per cent of students in vocational 

education for young people received special support in 2016, of whom 84 per cent studied in 

mainstream study groups, whereas the rest studied in special groups or vocational special education 

institutes (OSF 2018b). 
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The general upper secondary school curriculum consists of general knowledge subjects such 

as Finnish as a mother tongue, foreign languages and mathematics. The study of each subject 

is divided into separate courses. In addition to compulsory courses, students can choose other 

subjects to study, depending on their interests. The central structural element in Finnish 

general upper secondary education is the final test called the Matriculation Examination, 

which characterizes and concludes the three-year-long programme of study. Overall, the 

teachers focus on preparing students for this exam, because the test results affect the students’ 

opportunities to apply for higher education. The ongoing reform of higher education student 

admission will further strengthen the role of the Matriculation Examination, as it will provide 

the option to apply for higher education on the basis of the matriculation certificate.4 If 

special arrangements appear to be necessary in order for a student to take the exam, a special 

education teacher can advise on how to request these arrangements from the Matriculation 

Examination board. This, however, seems to be the most time-consuming duty of a special 

education teacher’s weekly workload, and as we will later show, the needs for support and 

the available support practices do not always meet in a school’s everyday practices. In order 

to obtain special arrangements to take the exam, a student’s reading and writing skills have to 

be officially tested by a special education teacher. After this, it is possible to request extra 

time, adjustments to parts of the exam, or for instance a private room in which to take the 

test.   

Discourses on support 

The focus of our theoretical consideration is the concept of support. We use it as an analytical 

category, meaning that we read the data by concentrating on the definitions and meanings 

given to support and the need for support expressed in the interview talk. We also examine 

the meanings of support and the need for support in a school’s everyday practices. Drawing 

on earlier research in sociology as well disability and policy studies in education, we utilize 

two prevailing discourses, which define and formulate the concept of support and are used in 

schools’ everyday life. These are rights and privilege discourse and the individual deficit and 

stigma discourse. In our analysis we show how school discussions and practices are 

positioned within these discourses by forming cross-cutting meanings and new kinds of 

knowledge formations.  

                                                 
4 https://minedu.fi/en/faqs-about-student-admissions 

 

https://minedu.fi/en/faqs-about-student-admissions
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The discourse on support seen as a right and a privilege is strongly attached to the education 

policy context. It is the core of inclusive education and the ethos for social justice in 

education. It holds that providing support for all students is part of establishing educational 

equality (UNESCO 1994). Within this discourse, special and sometimes also separate support 

practices are justified by the rights perspective, based on the argument that individual, 

targeted support forms the basis of educational equality (cf. Done & Andrews 2018; Niemi & 

Kurki 2014; Lalvani 2013; Arnesen et al. 2007; Florian et al. 2006). The main target of the 

current education policy, however, is to help and support students individually so that they 

can successfully manage their studies in mainstream educational contexts. Nevertheless, 

many students study in separate special education arrangements, although these routes – 

special classes and schools – are invisible in the graphic representations of the Finnish 

educational system (Niemi 2017). This invisibility may be unintended, because special 

arrangements are considered a self-evident part of the system. Or it may be that the formal 

invisibility of special arrangements is clearly an attempt to strengthen the representation of 

the Finnish educational system as being in line with global ideals, that is, ‘completely 

inclusive’ and lacking any kind of separate support practices, even though these do exist (cf. 

Slee 2014). Previous research has shown that neo-liberal educational policies, which 

emphasize excellence and competitive aspects of schooling (Done & Andrews 2018; Niemi 

& Mietola 2017; Goodley 2014; Slee 2014) pose a major challenge to inclusive education. 

Because the focus of neo-liberal education policy is on the ideal student who is independent, 

entrepreneurial and competent, using this rationale means that inclusive schooling is only 

considered possible for students who are ‘able enough’ (see Kauppila, Kinnari & Niemi 

2018; Slee 2014). What is essential in the discourse on support seen as a right and a privilege 

is that special educational arrangements, support practices and diagnostics are seen as 

important and essential aspects of equalizing educational opportunities and therefore 

enhancing social justice (see Jahnukainen 2015), even though they may sometimes contribute 

to stigmatization.  

The second discourse, on support seen as stigmatizing and attached to individual deficits, 

draws on sociological and disability research on medicalization and diagnostics, which often 

sees defining the needs for support as leading to stigmatizing practices and even to 

marginalization in school contexts (see e.g. Grue 2011; Benjamin 2002; Allan 1999). This 

discourse is entangled with long-standing discussions on special needs education being seen 

as separate from mainstream education. As Powell (2010, p. 4) stated, ‘the process of 
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classification and the relevant categories persist, even when these are given new labels’. Here 

he refers to the contradictory process of investigating and naming students according to their 

assumed difficulties and disabilities in order to arrange their education. This also touches on 

the question of translating former disability-related terms into the politically correct language 

of different ‘needs’, where the term changes, but is ambiguous. Does it thus change the 

practice? (see e.g. Slee 2014; Youdell 2006). On the one hand, naming disabilities and special 

needs is seen as necessary and even essential in order to obtain resources for organizing 

support; on the other hand, such naming can be seen as stigmatizing students and separating 

them from one another (see also Grue 2011; Florian et al. 2006; Jauhiainen & Kivirauma 

1997). There is also the question of school culture: if diverse ways of learning and the need 

for support and support practices are not seen as part of a school’s everyday life, such a view 

can contribute to stigmatization and create a divide between practices seen as normal and 

those seen as deviant. This contributes further to the student positions considered appropriate 

and ideal and those considered special and deviant (see Liasidou 2012; Youdell 2006; Ashby 

2010).   

Data and analysis 

The analysis in the present article draws on the data produced during ethnographic fieldwork 

in one general upper secondary school in the Helsinki metropolitan area during the academic 

year 2016–17. Our data consist of observations on 40 school days and interviews with a total 

of 41 students and 7 teachers and study counsellors. We placed particular emphasis on 

following the work of special education teachers, which means that we observed the meetings 

and learning sessions that teachers held with individual students along with other meetings 

and negotiations. During the ethnographic fieldwork, our broad interest was in making sense 

of what happens in the school’s everyday life and how people conceptualize both attending 

school and the educational practices in use. We see the ethnographic field as a manifold 

concept; the analysis stretches from particular institutions to education policy discourses, 

which form the wider context of the research (see e.g. Marcus 1995; Lahelma et al. 2014; 

Troman et al. 2006). Methodologically, the research interest is in practices, meaning-making 

and knowledge formation produced in the field. By attempting to get to know participants 

and building mutual trust, we drew on feminist ethnography, which places special emphasis 

on reflexivity, the recognition of power relations, and sensitivity to listening to research 

participants (Renold et al. 2008; Lahelma & Gordon 2007; Skeggs 1995). These principles 
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have also guided our analysis and how we highlight research participants’ interpretations of 

their experiences and viewpoints and point out the structures and practices framing their 

school attendance.  

 

The data analysed systematically and more closely for this article consist of thematic 

interviews of teachers and special education teachers (4), school biographical interviews of 

students (3) who had participated in special needs education (see Niemi & Mietola 2017, 

Henderson et al. 2007), and fieldnotes from various learning sessions, meetings and informal 

discussions with special education teachers. To contextualize the selected data, we reflect on 

them using additional student interviews produced during the fieldwork. The limited number 

of interviews allows accurate analysis and enables us to focus on the theme of the need for 

support and the discussions on theory and data. The teacher interviews concerned their 

current and previous work experiences, educational support and guidance, the development 

of their work, and students’ educational paths and transitions. In the student interviews, we 

discussed the students’ current life situation, studies, educational history, and future 

prospects.  

 

We call our analysis dialogical thematization (Koski 2011). In principle, dialogical 

thematization means that qualitative research data are analysed in dialogue with theoretical 

concepts. The categories and themes that a researcher highlights in the data are reflected in 

the theoretical concepts the researcher has chosen. Our first reading focused on searching for 

selected data in order to map the sections and episodes in which educational support and/or 

needs for support are present. After this, we formed preliminary categories and summaries in 

which we aimed to describe what happened when the informants talked about support. The 

second reading focused on arranging the categories into themes. This phase used theoretical 

concepts: we intended to create a constant dialogue between theory and data during the 

analysis by leaning on the research literature while also giving the data a voice. We also used 

elements of discourse analysis so that the emphasis in the reading was on the ways in which 

certain discourses set limits to what could be said (see Bacchi 2000) and considered relevant 

knowledge in a particular school context. However, we do not see the discourses of education 

as totalising; we rather see them as multiple and contradictory, and we see analysis as 

searching for ways in which meanings and everyday practices are constructed and maintained 

in education.  
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In the next two analytical sections and in the concluding section, we present and elaborate our 

findings as we answer our research questions:  1) How are the needs for support and support 

practices discussed in the context of general upper secondary education? 2) What meanings 

are given to support and the need for support?  

Support as a right and a privilege: Individual or a mainstream classroom practice?  

Through the analysis of special education teachers’ narrations, it became evident that the 

Finnish Matriculation Examination board clearly defines the tasks of special education 

teachers. In order to obtain support (i.e. special arrangements) for the Matriculation 

Examination, the teachers are obliged to give a statement to the board concerning a student’s 

reading and writing difficulties. This means that a huge amount of a special education 

teacher’s weekly workload is devoted to testing students and writing statements accordingly. 

In line with the right and privilege discourse, this work has to be prioritized over other work 

responsibilities. Consequently, these tasks mean that support resources are used widely for 

testing – and are taken from resources that could be used for other pedagogical purposes and 

support practices. The teachers argued for more communal and collaborative pedagogical 

practices, but at the same time, they stated that there was no time to organize co-teaching 

with subject teachers in the classrooms. The paradox is that the teachers seemed to recognize 

the need to do their work ‘differently’, yet felt that they had insufficient time to make any 

changes:    

I feel that if I just ask them [the students] to come by my office, they’ll come but 

nothing big happens there, ever. It’ll only scratch the surface: ‘a special ed 

teacher helped me a bit, but does it really help? When I’m working in the 

classrooms, it’s perhaps more efficient, and then like, then I’m with them, and if 

I could be there all the time, then it would be far more efficient.  

  (Special education teacher) 

One special education teacher we interviewed argued that when she is involved in ordinary 

classroom work, she feels she can bring support practices closer to the students and they also 

get to know her better. In addition, she raised the viewpoint of efficacy, saying that when she 

is in the classroom as a co-teacher, she can implement pedagogical support practices because 

the students are already at work and doing their tasks. The teacher justified her view by 

saying that in meeting students individually in a separate classroom, one can only give a 
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small amount of the support that could be given in an ordinary classroom; meeting a student 

individually, she observed, always requires time to get to know the student and listen to their 

ideas. Not until a student and a teacher have become acquainted do the needs for support 

arise. This argument strongly leans on the principles of inclusive education, which hold that 

students should primarily be supported in their mainstream educational contexts – not in 

separate ‘special’ environments – to avoid stigmatization and to enhance participation and 

belonging (see Niemi & Mietola 2017; Lalvani 2013; UNESCO 1994). Our analysis indicates 

that because the resources for special education in general upper secondary schools are 

scarce, the support practices focus on separate, individual learning sessions and testing: a 

teacher generally meets a student individually, tests the student’s reading and writing skills, 

and composes a statement accordingly. This practice is positioned in contrast to the flexible, 

general and inclusive support practices offered to all learners in mainstream classrooms, 

using methods of co-teaching, for instance, which is in fact a pedagogical practice that the 

curriculum requires schools to develop.  

Well yes, it’s almost always the tests that need to be done – co-teaching in 

classes is something you unfortunately need to drop first when you don’t have 

the time. Individual support has to be given first, collective aid comes 

afterwards.      (Special education teacher) 

From the perspective of educational equality, it seems important that it is the legal 

responsibility of special education teachers to test students and write statements as part of 

their work. Current practice stands for equal availability of educational support, which should 

be every student’s right; yet special education teachers are employed and two subject teachers 

are required to write the statement concerning a student’s learning difficulties. According to 

the teachers we interviewed, this arrangement supports students’ legal protection and has 

been a desirable development, replacing the former practice whereby it was the student’s 

responsibility to consult a medical doctor to obtain a statement of learning difficulty. The 

former practice was seen as unfair, because the student and their family had to pay the 

doctor’s expenses. Instead of being seen as enhancing educational equality, this practice was 

seen as exclusive. We argue that the viewpoint of a student’s legal protection is formed 

within the right and privilege discourse and shapes support as consultative aid because 

special education teachers do not teach the subjects for which they are not qualified. This 

challenges the arguments presented above for providing flexible, general support in the 
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classrooms to all students in need of it. Due to insufficient resources, the role of individual 

support has been emphasized in the provision of support. As our analysis shows, individual 

support seemed to have positive impacts on students’ study skills and interest in learning, but 

at the same time, differentiated and marginalized the role of pedagogical support in schools. 

As we further show, it may also marginalize the students’ positions.  

Self-responsibility and stigmatization in seeking support: The special education 
teacher as remote consultant 

Among the other cross-cutting objectives of the general upper secondary school’s national 

curriculum, self-responsibility and individual goal-setting are strongly emphasized as skills 

that students have to develop during their studies (FNAE 2015). In line with these objectives, 

our analysis of student interviews indicates that, to receive support at school, a student has to 

be active and take responsibility for making contact with the teachers. One student we 

interviewed describes in the extract below how she took the initiative to talk to a study 

counsellor about her difficulties: 

I myself started to think about that what was going on with my grades. Why had 

they dropped so much? And I went to talk to the study counsellor. I [laughs] 

tried to fix the situation somehow. Like that.  (Female student, 1st grade)  

Her pro-active approach led to a concrete solution in which a study counsellor organized a 

multi-professional meeting with the student and her parents. As a result of the meeting, the 

student got to know the school’s special education teacher; they met several times and 

practised various study and learning techniques. In the interview, the student reflected on the 

meetings, saying that ‘it hasn’t harmed me in any way that, of course, I got good tips from 

her about how to do my homework and how it would be good to study’. In analysing her 

interview, we recognized no negative associations with special needs education; in line with 

the right and privilege discourse, she seemed to consider the meetings as educational services 

to which she was entitled. However, this was not the case with all the students. Some of them 

argued that teachers should be more active in offering them support: 

Usually if you want to get support, you have to go and ask yourself. In my 

opinion, the teachers should be more active. Sometimes I’m like I don’t want to 

ask for help ’cause it’s embarrassing, because if I go and ask for help, how do I 

do this? I don’t wanna do that. Then I feel bad and I’m just like, damn! I can’t 
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do this. And then the teacher thinks he’s a stupid kid because he can’t do this, 

even though I told him how to do it. Then you just think like, yeah, so do I want 

to go and talk to the teacher and say that I haven’t learned these things? 

        (Male student, 2nd grade) 

For some of the students, asking for help and getting individual support from the special 

education teacher was not so straightforward. It may have reminded them of their 

comprehensive school special education classes, their marginalized position at school or 

possible experiences of being bullied because of the label of a ‘special needs student’ or 

being regarded as a non-ideal skilful learner (see Niemi & Kurki 2014; Youdell 2006; 

Benjamin 2002). Some of the teachers also supported this interpretation of the negative label 

of special education, but interestingly, they explained the phenomenon from different angles:  

We come back to the theme of whether having private meetings with the special 

education teacher is stigmatizing for students. One special education teacher 

talked about a boy who said to her when she entered a classroom, ‘Please, 

leave! We don’t have any problems here, but it seems that you have some’.      
     (Fieldnotes, meeting with a special education teacher) 

This argument highlights how a special needs statement and support practices offered by a 

teacher known as a ‘special education teacher’ can stigmatize students. To avoid such a 

stigma, support should be offered individually and privately, with only one student and one 

teacher meeting at a time. The argument is positioned opposite the objective of inclusive 

education, because it holds that bringing pedagogical support into the classrooms can actually 

emphasize the stigma. Moreover, the student we interviewed pointed out the additional 

inconvenience of asking for help and confessing the need for support in front of both the 

teacher and their schoolmates. He argued that teachers should be more aware of the 

educational needs of students: ‘they could draw on what is said in each student’s papers’ to 

offer support and take into account diverse learners in their teaching. (see e.g. Mietola 2014; 

Benjamin 2002; Allan 1999.) The teachers commonly believed that offering flexible and 

general support was important in reducing the stigmatization associated with both special 

education and support directed clearly (and only) towards those students who, as learners, are 

positioned outside the norm of the ideal student. The school curriculum also emphasized that 

support practices should primarily be organized among mainstream classes by shaping 

pedagogical practices, and separate arrangements should be avoided. It seems, however, that 
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school-related support needs are not yet part of the academic upper secondary school culture, 

and this appears to contribute to the marginal position of special needs education and diverse 

support practices.  

Both teachers and students emphasized the importance of testing as early as possible so that a 

special education teacher can get to know the students and the students can be supported 

accordingly during their upper secondary studies. Moreover, the teachers raised an important, 

yet critical issue concerning the course-based structure of general upper secondary studies, 

namely that subject teachers do not see individual students often enough to be aware of their 

needs for support. The teachers argued that the number of students in each classroom and the 

time pressure in their daily work also affect a teacher’s opportunities to identify and 

recognize students’ support needs. This was mentioned particularly by those teachers who, in 

addition to subject teaching, were responsible for a study group. One of the group leader’s 

work tasks is to identify educational support needs and, if necessary, guide students towards 

meeting special education teachers. Parents and young people were seen as having the 

freedom of choice whether or not to seek support; meetings with a special education teacher 

were also arranged according to students’ wishes and willingness to seek support. We 

interpret this argument as being attached to the self-responsibility discourse according to 

which a school’s educational culture offering and obtaining educational support is strongly 

related to the wishes and activeness of the students and their parents as well as to their sense 

of responsibility (see also Niemi & Jahnukainen 2018; Kosunen 2016; Tomlinson 2008). 

Nevertheless, teachers considered it critical, arguing that the students who actively seek 

support are those who already cope well at school. On the other hand, the curriculum of the 

general upper secondary school aims to increase the self-responsibility and activity of young 

people. 

Teacher: This study counselling and student welfare work has become far too 

difficult under the new law. Earlier, we used to a have pretty well-functioning 

student welfare group. But these days, meetings always have to be organized by 

the individual student, and this makes the work much more complicated. It’s 

perhaps the reason why you don’t catch [the problems of every student]. I’ve 

felt bad about that. I can understand the idea behind the law, but in practice it’s 

made life at school difficult.    
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Researcher: Have you felt that some young people have left without support 

because of the [new law]?  

Teacher: Yes. Or it just raises the threshold. Because I think that it’s difficult to 

intervene anyway, because we see the students so little at one time. Following 

an individual student is much more difficult.  

(Teacher, general upper secondary school) 

We have analysed the statement of the teacher who argued that, under the new law, student 

welfare faces new practical challenges, leading to situations in which it is sometimes easier to 

ignore the needs for support or to postpone problem solving. The purpose of the law reform 

was to protect students' rights, but at a practical level, the result may make it more difficult to 

provide support for the students who need it. As presented above, the structure of general 

upper secondary school is course based, which also makes it challenging to identify any 

needs for support because teachers do not see the students frequently. Moreover, classes are 

large, each teaching group generally consisting of more than 30 students. The teacher’s 

argument above is in contrast to the self-responsibility discourse, according to which 

obtaining support requires students and their families to be pro-active.   

According to our analysis, the job description and support offered by special education 

teachers in general upper secondary schools is mainly consultative, individual pedagogical 

support given outside the mainstream classes (see also Sinkkonen et al 2016.). Hence, special 

education is mostly a separate addition to the teaching offered by subject teachers, rather than 

part of it, even though on the basis of curricular objectives, it should be a fundamental part of 

a school’s educational culture and pedagogical practices. Due to limited resources, support is 

also limited to consulting assistance, rather than providing general pedagogical support in 

classrooms. One practical example is that the special education teacher's office was located 

on the basement floor. For students, simply going there could place them in the position of ‘a 

special student’ (see Mietola 2014). We argue that the current statement-centred system, 

together with insufficient resources, strengthens separate, private support practices instead of 

developing pedagogical support as an organic part of upper secondary school’s everyday life.  
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Conclusions 

Our analysis was based on an ethnographic study in one Finnish general upper secondary 

school, and we focused on the data concerning educational support. In spite of the limited 

data available to us, our analysis raises many intriguing and critical aspects of this research 

field, which has very seldom been studied. On the one hand, our analysis highlighted the 

study culture of upper secondary school as strongly academic and divided into classes by 

separate subjects, in which collaborative teaching and diverse support practices are not part of 

the common school culture. On the other hand, it emphasized the need to strengthen, open 

and diversify support practices to benefit more students. The lack of support was raised as 

both an education policy issue of economic resources being directed towards special needs 

education, and an issue of daily pedagogical practices that tended to be used in the school. By 

the latter, we mean that the support was mainly organized by special education teachers who 

scheduled individual meetings with students, but collaboration between subject teachers and 

special education teachers was rare. Although a school’s budget clearly defines and limits 

practices, it does not define everything: customary practices also matter.  

The needs for support and support practices were discussed in various ways, but we identified 

three intersecting discourses to which the arguments were mainly attached. As a result of our 

analysis, the right and privilege discourse worked as the basis for educational support 

organized in general upper secondary schools. Testing students and writing evaluations of 

their skills and learning difficulties – work mostly done by special education teachers – was 

rationalized and framed by a student’s right to receive support.  This discourse was also used 

to explain why special education teachers do not teach academic subjects and accordingly 

cannot work as co-teachers, because students have the right to be taught by qualified subject 

teachers. Hence, support was mostly organized individually and privately. However, some of 

the teachers argued for more communal, collaborative support practices in order to enhance 

the quality of teaching. This argument was also attached to the right and privilege discourse, 

yet contradicted the previous argumentation in it claim that by bringing special education 

teachers and their work into mainstream classrooms, it is possible to support more students 

and diminish the label of ‘needing support’ .  

Stigmatization and individual deficit discourse appeared and was utilized, on the one hand, to 

explain the necessity of organizing support individually and privately, but on the other hand 

to argue for the importance of mainstreaming support practices so that special education 
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would not be seen as stigmatizing. The students’ viewpoints regarding seeking support 

differed:  some considered support to be a customized service to which they were entitled and 

did not emphasize stigmatization. Others considered asking for support to be stigmatizing 

and, for this reason, argued for teachers to be pro-active in organizing support and to pay 

attention to diverse learners in their teaching practices. The third discourse, self-responsibility 

for obtaining support, was entangled with both the right and privilege and stigmatization and 

individual deficit discourses by being an umbrella discourse for the whole conversation. This 

third discourse was emphasized by both the curriculum and the teachers and students in the 

discussions. The arguments varied between those of the curriculum, which heavily stresses 

the importance of developing students’ self-responsibility skills, and the critical arguments of 

teachers and students, raising the spectre of leaving behind those students who are not able to 

fight for their rights to have support. There were also differences between students in how 

eager they were to seek support on their own. This clearly reflects students’ earlier 

experiences of receiving special support during basic education and their experiences of 

stigmatization.  

We were also interested in what kinds of meanings give support and the need for support, 

both in the discussions with the teachers and students and the school’s everyday practices. 

We propose that the meanings of support are formulated and shaped when the decisions 

concerning job descriptions, individual tasks and resources allotted to special education 

teachers’ work are made. These alignments define the meanings of support, whether this is 

understood as a separate addition to general teaching or as an organic part of the school’s 

pedagogical practices. Moreover, the meanings of support are also shaped by the 

Matriculation Examination board, which makes it the special education teachers’ 

responsibility to test students and write evaluative statements. Support thus obtains its 

meaning primarily as a bureaucratic action. Our analysis suggests that providing adequate 

resources for educational support, which means that every school has at least one full-time 

special education teacher, would provide more possibilities to implement multi-

professionality. A special education teacher could then sustainably participate in planning the 

courses with subject teachers and share their own knowledge with other teachers. The current 

resources shape support as an individual and separate addition to general teaching, even 

though, according to educational policy aims, support should be communal and collaborative. 
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The support given by special education teachers seemed to be useful to the students, and it 

was implemented as teaching and practising various learning and study skills, but also as 

encouragement and mental support during the meetings. On the other hand, the need for 

support also had stigmatizing meanings: to confess to one’s personal difficulties and request 

help was seen as burdening the teacher and stigmatizing oneself as ‘a slow learner’ (see 

Niemi & Mietola 2017; Youdell 2006). This relates to the wider culture of general upper 

secondary education, which prepares students for academic studies and an academic culture, 

usually emphasizing excellence in many ways. Yet support is neither seen as familiar nor is it 

wanted as part of an academic study culture. As a result of our analysis, we argue that diverse 

pedagogical practices should be recognized and acknowledged as part of a general upper 

secondary school’s common practices. At the educational level, this has recently been 

realized by aligning special education and support practices in the legislation on general 

upper secondary schools. The resources directed towards educational support should now be 

increased in order to make special education teachers’ work an organic part of schools’ 

pedagogical space. In such a way, these communal, collaborative support practices, which are 

already aligned in the curriculum, could be better implemented. This in turn would enhance 

diverse students’ possibilities to enter general upper secondary school and do well in their 

studies and, later on, facilitate their entry into higher education and working life. In addition, 

by reforming support and making it a visible and shared practice in a schools’ everyday life, 

the negative and stigmatizing meanings it still sometimes evokes would be reduced. 
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