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Abstract: This presentation examines the Finnish lower secondary career education system as set out in national policy and curriculum documents. Grounded in a theoretical framework informed by prior phenomenographic research on lifelong guidance systems development, the study systematically explores the alignment of Finland’s lower secondary career education system with established themes, including legislation, strategic leadership, cooperation, delivery, professionalisation and evidence of the impact. According to the results, the Finnish career education system for lower secondary schools is congruent with the systemic systems development category in the conceptual framework. The study demonstrates how systems thinking can provide nuanced insights into career education systems and functions.
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Introducation
The growing international interest in career education systems (e.g., Mann et al., 2020, 2021) reflects governments’ recognition of the associated benefits for individuals, society, and the economy. Nordic countries have a long tradition of providing career education and guidance in schools (e.g., Andreassen et al., 2019; Haug et al., 2020), Applying systems thinking to career education has been argued to help policy makers and career practitioners develop sustainable solutions to longstanding problems that might otherwise appear intractable (Mann et al., 2020; OECD, 2018). This paper examines how lower secondary career education is constituted in Finland, where it is embedded across legislation, the national curriculum, and professional practice. 
Objective
To gain insights into the official stance of the Finnish lower secondary career education system as set out in national policy and curriculum documents. As a systematic attempt to support pupils’ career development through educational strategies (Niles & Harris-Bowlsby, 2021), career education has a long history.
Method: The present study builds on recent phenomenographic research by Kettunen et al. (2023), that explored career experts’ conceptions of systems development in lifelong guidance. Phenomenography (Åkerlind, 2005; Marton, 1986; Marton & Booth, 1997) is a data-driven analytic approach that captures participants’ varying experiences, understandings and conceptions of a target phenomenon at the collective level. The Kettunen et al. (2023) framework distils the resulting categories of description into six hierarchically expanding themes of awareness that together describe the structural components of a lifelong guidance system. Each theme represents an increasingly inclusive understanding of how the components of a lifelong guidance system relate to one another. The framework is well suited to cross-case and cross-national analysis because it is flexible enough to accommodate different policy traditions while providing a shared vocabulary for comparison (see also Barnes et al., 2020; Vuorinen & Kettunen, 2022). In the present study, the framework is used as the analytic lens for examining how lower secondary career education in Finland is articulated at policy and curriculum level.
The paper draws on thematic content analysis (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001; Williams, 2007) of Finnish national policy and curriculum documents relevant to lower secondary career education. The document corpus includes the Basic Education Act (628/1998), the Student Welfare Act (1287/2013), the Government Decree on the General National Objectives and Distribution of Lesson Hours in Basic Education, the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2014, and the National Quality Criteria for Basic Education (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2012). Each document was reviewed and assessed against the six themes of expanding awareness in the Kettunen et al. (2023) framework, with the analysis driven by the conceptual framework rather than by the document content. 

Results
The analysis indicates that Finnish lower secondary career education operates within a coherent multi-level structure, with alignment visible across the six framework themes.
Policy basis. Career education is grounded in explicit national legislation. The Basic Education Act (628/1998) entitles every student to adequate guidance and counselling services throughout the school year, and the Student Welfare Act (1287/2013) underpins a holistic, multi-professional approach to student wellbeing. The Ministry of Education and Culture prepares national strategies, legislation, and plans, while the Finnish National Agency for Education is responsible for the national core curriculum, which specifies key objectives and core content for school subjects and cross-curricular themes, including career education.
Purpose and positioning. The national core curriculum defines career education both as a cross-curricular theme and as the shared responsibility of all teachers. Coordination is entrusted to qualified full-time guidance counsellors employed by the school, and every learner has the right to access guidance on any school day. The local institutional curriculum developed by education providers is required to incorporate cooperation with the local labour market and business community.
Cooperation. Cooperation is multisectoral and extends beyond the school. Established practices include classroom visits by labour market representatives, workplace visits, project work, information about different education and employment sectors, and work experience placements (WEPs; TET in Finnish) implemented in conjunction with school subjects (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). Support and counselling are organised as a collaborative effort involving the learner, their parents, all their teachers, and student welfare personnel when required, with One-stop Guidance Service Centres providing a further point of connection.
Professional competence. Career education and guidance in schools are provided and coordinated by full-time guidance counsellors who hold legally defined qualifications. Practitioners are obliged by contract to participate in one to five days of continuing professional development per year. A National Competency Framework for Career Professionals (Kettunen et al., 2024; Vuorinen et al., 2024) supports self-assessment of strengths and development needs.
Impact evidence. Monitoring relies on provider self-assessment and quality monitoring supported by the National Quality Criteria for Basic Education (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2012). Although not mandatory, the criteria are widely used by schools and municipalities. Evidence of impact is therefore produced through a systematic but decentralised approach rather than through a centralised evaluation mechanism.
User involvement. Students, parents, teachers, and welfare personnel are positioned as active participants in career education, and the collaborative design of guidance at school level creates routine opportunities for learner voice to inform provision.
Across the six themes, the Finnish case shows consistent alignment between legislation, curriculum, professional qualifications, cooperation, and monitoring practices. This alignment, rather than any single component, emerges as the distinguishing feature of the national approach.
Conclusion:
The applied framework provides a shared vocabulary for examining career education systems across the countries and internationally. It supports identification of both strengths and gaps in national provision, and can inform policy dialogue on how to design career education so that it is institutionally embedded, equitably resourced, and sustainably delivered. For IAEVG’s membership of researchers, policymakers, and practitioners, the Finnish case and the framework together offer a way to think about lower secondary career education not as a single service but as a system whose coherence depends on alignment across multiple levels of policy and practice. The paper contributes to the wider conversation on how career education systems can be designed, evaluated, and improved.
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