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Finland is cited as having one of the best universal education systems in the world. During a

student’s time in the Finnish education system, they will go through multiple transitions. A

transition here is defined as the passage from one educational phase to the next, where one’s

previous educational performance and school choice determines their future career trajectories.

Immigrant origin students are widely said to struggle during transitions compared to their native

peers. The purpose of this qualitative study is to use thematic analysis to understand the

experiences of second-generation Somali participants as they navigated their school transitions,

as well as the key factors that impact these transitions. Using Schlossberg’s transition theory as a

lens, I aim to retroactively examine four prominent themes in relation to participants’ transitional

experience: situation, self, support and strategies. Through these themes, I explore how

participants move in, move through and move out of their educational transition.

Keywords: second-generation, somalis, Finnish-Somalis, transitions, educational transitions
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1 Introduction

This thesis was born from my own experience moving to Finland at 15 and navigating the

education system. When I started studying education, I always knew I would conduct any

substantial research I had to do on the educational realities of those from my community; the

Somali community. Research in the area of Somali students and how they fare in the education

system in Finland is still sparse. More than that, I found it important to have research written for

us, by us, in order to offer a look into the potential nuances of our realities. Or to, at the very

least, diversify the voices already in the ring. With this, I present this chapter to explore

positionality, and to define my own positionality within this thesis.

I am a 27-year-old, Somali, university-educated woman. I am a foreigner in Finland, having only

moved here when I was a teenager. I do not generally feel a sense of belonging in this society,

and do not feel I can claim any experiences of deeper integration into this country, or put words

to any sense of personal “belonging”. However, I am interested in the experiences of my

second-generation Somali peers and community members, and using my educational position to

conduct research to possibly illuminate their experiences.

Lusambili, Bhanbhro & Muchanga (2020) found that research on the definition of positionality

recognizes it as the “stance/position in relation to wider social, political and cultural context of

the research study”, and that this influences the research process from construction to

dissemination (p. 36). It concerns both the ontological assumption of the researcher: “an

individual’s beliefs about the nature of social reality and what is knowable about the world”, and
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the epistemological assumptions: “an individual’s beliefs about the nature of knowledge”

(Darwin Holmes, 2020, p.1). Positionality is not a unitary concept, but a multidimensional one,

meaning that there are characteristics that position you closer to the research or participants, but

aspects which do not (Lusambili et al., 2020). For example, while I share an ethnic background

with my subject and we belong to the same wider ethnic, cultural and religious communities, I do

not share the second-generation identity of being born and raised in Finland. Similarly, while I

have navigated the educational system of Finland from age 15, I have not been through the

complete system and cannot speak to participants’ experiences of going through basic education

[first 15 years].

My positionality placed me as an insider in this research in some ways. Merton (1972) divides

researchers into two categories: insiders and outsiders. Insiders are the “members of specified

groups and collectives” (Darwin Holmes, 2020, p. 5), while outsiders exist outside these groups

and collectives. This is not to say that all insiders are self-proclaimed or accepted members. Due

to my position as an insider in the Somali community, it was relatively easy to find research

participants willing to sit down for interviews; and who trusted my research to be contributing to

respectful inquiry into the community. According to Hewitt-Taylor (2002), being familiar to

participants (in this case through a shared community), with existing contacts, makes research

quicker and unchallenging. Another bonus of being known to participants is the chance for that

“greater depth of true knowledge being gained” (Rowberry, 2015, p. 38). While I don’t claim

“true” knowledge, because of shared linguistic backgrounds, I was able to offer my participants

the chance to conduct our interviews in three languages: English, Finnish and Somali. This

7



allowed participants to be able to utilize a larger vocabulary to vocalize their thoughts, than if

they had to conduct the interviews in one language. I believe I was also able to better understand

the nuances participants were expressing due to shared lived experience.

In conclusion, it is said that there is a level of power, trust and disclosure that comes with closer

positionality. This must be critically taken into account as researchers seek to “make the world

visible” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018, p. 10). While I recognize that during my thesis I was gifted

with an immense level of trust in my research by my participants, it only meant that I took the

utmost care to respectfully convey their experiences. I will discuss any further ethical

implications of my positionality in sections 6.1.
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2 Background

2.1 Aim of the research and research questions

The aim of this research is to try to understand and reflect on the lived educational experiences

of three second-generation Somali women as they navigated the transitions of the Finnish

education system. I wanted to study this topic in my bachelor’s phase, but due to limited

literature in the area, I postponed my topic to my master’s thesis. While all youth at this age and

stage in life struggle with school transitions, I found that second-generation Somali students were

in the situation of being semi-integrated into an education system since birth that they had little

idea the inner workings of. I wrote in my bachelor’s about the immigrant paradox of high

educational aspirations, contrasted with their low educational output. The focus of the literature

at the time was on low educational achievement in the form of grades. When I discussed with

youth in the Somali community, I was hearing more and more that students felt confused by the

education system's structure, expressing that they couldn’t see the forest for the trees at the time.

Therefore, I wanted to move away from the hyper focus on academic performance as an

indication of performance, and focus on how participants were affected by their

conceptualizations of the education system and its transitions. My research questions were

twofold:

1) How do participants reflect on their experiences during their educational transitions?

2) What were the main factors that influenced participants’ transitions through the lens of

Schlossberg’s 4 S system?
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2.2 Overview of the Finnish education system

In the previous decade, the Finnish education system has received widespread attention. Due to

being lauded for its qualities of equality, it has become one of the most admired systems in the

world. A basic principle of the system is the belief that all citizens, regardless of background,

have access to equitable and free educational opportunities (Finnish National Agency for

Education [FNAE], 2018b). One of the main focal points of this thesis is the experiences of

second-generation Somali participants as they transition from one phase of the Finnish education

system to the next. In order to clearly detail this process, it is imperative to understand the

structure of the education system and the varying educational paths and trajectories.

Before entering basic education, it is compulsory for students to complete at minimum a year of

pre-primary education at the age of six; at this stage, student’s are mainly encouraged to learn

through play that is consistent with their capabilities (FNAE, 2018b, pp. 13-14). Students then

transition to basic education, which starts at the age of seven. According to the Finnish National

Agency for Education, basic education exists in a single structure model, in which there is no

distinction between primary and lower secondary school (2018b). Unofficially, the division of

basic education into two different phases (grades 1-6 & grades 7-9) is supported by some facts.

While basic education sometimes takes place in the same school building, due to municipality

freedom in structuring educational organizations, in bigger cities it is not uncommon for basic

education to be arranged in separate schools. As a consequence, parents and students are able to

choose which comprehensive school (7-9) they attend (within reason), which has potential
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socio-economic and performance level implications. Another difference in the division of basic

education is that while the first six-years of education is provided by the same teacher with a

primary school qualification, the last three years are provided by subject specialized teachers

(FNAE, 2018b). The final certificate provided at the end of grade nine, which is based on the

grade point average of the last three years of comprehensive school, is the basis for application

and entry to the next transition phase. According to Opetushallitus (2014), the transition from

sixth grade to seventh is a critical one, and one in which they recommend care for assessment

practices, due to the increasing topical nature of the upcoming diverging educational paths. It is

important to acknowledge the impact of the last three years of basic education in comparison to

the first six in terms of future transitions. Students are in a new school environment, with new

teachers and assessment takes on a new meaning to that of the first six years of basic education.

In 2021, there was a reform to amend the amount of compulsory education years, which has

since been extended to 18. This meant that students now had to continue their education by

applying to upper secondary school after the 9th grade (City of Helsinki, 2021). According to the

Finnish National Agency for Education [FNAE], “more than 90 percent of the relevant age group

starts general or vocational upper secondary studies immediately after basic education” (2018b,

pp. 17-18). The application process is done through the electronic joint application system,

where students can choose up to five schools; admission is based on students’ leaving certificate,

in contrast with the point average of the schools of choice (Kumpulainen, 2018, p. 23). General

upper secondary school, also referred to interchangeably as high school, is three years of studies

followed by a matriculation exam that allows eligibility to apply to higher education (FNAE,

11



2018b). Simlarly, students oriented towards quicker entry into the job market can choose the

vocational track which also lasts three years, and includes half a year of on-the-job training in a

workplace (FNAE, 2018b). Vocational schools are developed in collaboration with key

stakeholders in the job market to provide adequate education and career development. Students

also have the choice of completing a dual track, where they can simultaneously complete general

upper secondary school and vocational studies for a double qualification (Holmberg, 2018).

While both pathways are said to be equal in value (FNAE, 2019), the persevering phenomenon

of the academic-vocational divide of the Finnish education system in upper secondary education,

and subsequently higher education has been a keen area of research (Isopahkala-Bouret, 2015;

Nylund et al., 2018).

Depending on whether students choose general upper secondary school, vocational school or

both, they then have the choice to continue on to higher education. Higher education in Finland

is provided by two institutions: universities and universities of applied sciences. Both institutions

offer bachelor’s and master’s qualitfications. The key difference between the two institutions is

that universities boast a more academic path in research, while universities of applied sciences

focus on the practical approach for working life (FNAE, 2018b). Access to both institutions is

said to be possible with both matriculation examinations and a vocational degree.

However, while access to universities with a vocational degree is possible in theory, in practice

few vocational students have been able to accomplish this transition (Haltia, Isopahkala-Bouret,

& Jauhiainen, 2022; OECD, 2015). With many students of immigrant and/or low socioeconomic
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backgrounds looking to access higher education in universities through vocational tracks, this

increases the risk of universities being predominantly made up of students from higher

socioeconomic backgrounds (Haltia et al. 2022; OECD, 2015). While this thesis does not delve

deeply into the realities behind the ethnic and socioeconomic implications behind academic

higher education and vocational track choices, it is important to mention as the general attitudes

towards, and beliefs about the distinct tracks is touched on by participants in this study. In order

to fully understand the transitional experiences and choices of the participants, I found it

necessary to include a very short mention of the potential inaccessible nature of, and guidance

towards higher education institutions.

Figure 1. Structure of the Finnish education system (FNAE, 2021)

13



According to the Finnish National Agency for Education [FNAE], “the Finnish education system

has no dead-ends. Learners can always continue their studies on an upper level of education,

whatever choices they make in between” (2018b, p. 9). However, in conclusion, it is interesting

to mention that students of immigrant and low socio-economic background are more often

steered towards vocational pathways in counseling (Schneider, 2019) and those who continue

onto general upper secondary school find it hard to gain access to universities.

2.3 Second-generation immigrant, first-generation student

This thesis focuses on the transitional experiences of participants categorized simultaneously as

second-generation immigrants and first-generation students. In wider research, there is much

variation between the definition of these terms. Hence, it is important to clarify their meanings

for the purpose of context.

In migration studies, the term “second-generation” is used to refer to the offsprings of two

foreign born parents who migrated to an area where their children were born (Kilpi-Jakonen,

2011; Schneider, 2016). This category was popularized in Europe due to the uncertain integration

status of second-generation children in their host countries (Chimienti, Bloch, Ossipow & de

Wenden, 2019). The term itself highlights the reality that second-generation immigrants are not

seen as belonging in the host country, and are often “still perceived as foreigners and sometimes

discriminated against on those grounds” (Chimienti et al., 2019, p. 2). While many studies are

focused on recently arrived migrants, I found second-generation immigrants a compelling group
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to study due to this exact reason of having been born and socialized into the society they live in,

while still having difficulty navigating it. This led me to the term second-generation immigrant

as a means to narrow my research group area.

However, I realized that “second-generation” as a term made little effort to distinguish parents’

immigration into the host country due to differing circumstances. The term does not exclusively

represent the case of children of refugees. Chimienti et al. raise the point that second-generation

immigrant as a term encompasses those whose parents moved to the host country due to

economic reasons and those migrants from former western or colonial countries (2019, p. 3). In

this case, second-generation immigrants of refugee background are absorbed into this definition,

due to their situation not increasing in significant numbers till recently (Chimienti et al., 2019).

Schenider (2016) argues that this rigid definition is useful “especially for methodological and

sampling issues, i.e. in order to work with clearly distinguishable categories (country of birth of

respondents and country of birth of their parents)” (2016, p. 3). The term can be useful in order

to help highlight and inspect a certain set of experiences (Bolzman, Bernardi, & Le Goff, 2017).

In recent years there has been some research on the educational performance and outcomes of

second-generation Somali students in the metropolitan area (Alitolppa-Niitamo, 2004a;

Alitolppa-Niitamo, 2004b; Ismail, 2019; Open Society Foundations, 2013). Alitolppa-Niitamo

(2004b) argues that there is a need for increased research on this group, as “the adaptation of the

second generation will have long-term consequences” (p. 17). Due to their unique situation, more

literature is needed to understand the underlying effects on their ability to materialize educational

outcomes.
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First-generation students are defined as those who come from a family where neither parents

have earned a university or vocational degree (Auclair et al., 2008; Froggé & Woods, 2018). This

means that they are typically one of the first to attend higher education in the family. Tracking

the educational trajectories and outcomes of these students are important, as it is believed that

having at least one parent who attended higher education, or even surpassed comprehensive

education, has acquired significant “social and cultural capital that can make it easier for his or

her child to enter that level of study” (Auclair et al., 2008, p. 4). Research also shows that while

there is intergenerational upward mobility of first-generation students compared to their parents,

there is still a gap between them and their native counterparts (Chimienti et al. , 2019). The

reason behind these definitions, according to Schneider, is the belief that children who are born

in the host country or who migrant at a young age will 1) have no memory of their pre-migration

life, 2) received their entire education in the host country, and 3) been socialized into the larger

society and are familiar with the language and have no particular accent (2016).

The terms second-generation immigrant and first-generation student are not interchangeable, and

are meant to define two different situations. It is important to remember that generally, not all

second-generation immigrants are first-generation students and vice versa. Participants in this

study fall under both the definition of second-generation immigrant and first-generation student.
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3 Theoretical framework

3.1 Schlossberg’s Transition theory

Schlossberg’s transition theory is a framework originally developed by Nancy K. Schlossberg

(1981, 1984) for understanding adults in transition. The framework presents the idea of

variability, while providing a stable structural framework for counselors, among others, to

approach the theme of individuals in transition (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). The

developmental framework takes place in stages, “with each stage relating to the next for

adaptation and successful adjustment” (Anderson et al. , 2012, p. 48). Adaptation to transition is

defined as a process during which an individual moves from being totally preoccupied with the

transition to integrating the transition into his or her life” (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 7). The term

“transition” in this model means “an event or non-event result[ing] in a change in assumptions

about oneself and the world and thus [requiring] corresponding change in one’s behavior and

relationships” (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 5). Defined broadly, a transition does not only pertain to

obvious life changes, but also “such subtle changes as the loss of one’s career aspirations and the

nonoccurrence of anticipated events” (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 5). A transition can also be

categorized as the turning point between two stable periods (Levinson, 1986). The transition

model is composed of three major parts that act as a model “for analyzing human adaptation to

transition”: 1) characteristics of the individual, 2) characteristics of pre- and post-transition

environments, and 3) perception of particular transition; with individuals possession qualities

that are both assets and liabilities at each stage which determine their ability to cope or adapt.

Schlossberg reconceptualized this model in 1984, in order to explore the “response to transition”

rather than “adaptation”, as it is not guaranteed that adaptation will be realized.
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Figure 2. Schlossberg's model for analyzing human adaptation to transition (Schlossberg, 1981)

According to Anderson et al. (2012), in order to understand the significance of a transition for an

individual it is important to understand whether the transition was anticipated or unanticipated.

Anticipated transitions are major, normative expected transitions such as graduating, starting a

job or retiring (Schlossberg, 2011). Unanticipated transitions are “nonscheduled” and

“unpredictable”, they usually involve “crises, eruptive circumstances, and other unexpected

occurrences that are not the consequence of life-cycle transitions” (Pearlin, 1980, p. 179). When

transitions are anticipated, they tend to be self-initiated with enough time to ponder over multiple
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options (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). While unanticipated transitions, according

to Fouad & Bynner, give little opportunity to prepare and leave individuals to make decisions in

suboptimal circumstances (2008).

The importance of studying the transition process calls for concurrent analysis of both

“individual characteristics and external occurrences” (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 3). Societal factors

that influence an individual being able to cope with a transition is just as critical as individual

factors such as resilience. It is also important to note that the end focus is not on the transition

itself, but “how much it alters one's roles, relationships, routines, and assumptions” (Schlossberg,

2011, p. 159).

Despite Schlossberg’s theory initially being developed to study adults going through life phases,

the theory has been adapted to study various groups from nurses (Wall, Fetherston & Browne,

2018) to immigrant student’s school experiences (Mims, Mims & Newland, 2009; Silver, Lopez,

Kalaivanan & Krietzberg, 2011). The theory is applied to young adults in the context of this

thesis. The transitions here are when participants move from one educational phase to the next.

Figure 3. Illustration of compulsory and optional educational transitions
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3.1.1 The 4 S system

The 4 S system acts as the second half of Schlossberg's transition theory. When an individual is

approaching a transition, we can understand how they cope by taking stock of their potential

resources. The 4 Ss are clustered into four categories: situation, self, support and strategies

(Schlossberg, 2008).

It is essential to keep in mind that the 4 S model does not assess an individual's health or illness,

but rather the assets to liabilities ratio that accounts for situational changes (Anderson et al.

2012). According to Anderson et al. “this approach partially answers the question of why

different individuals react differently to the same type of transition and why the same person

reacts differently at different times” (2012, p. 63). This could be due to the change in the balance

of assets-liabilities. How individuals judge transitions is crucial, as “an individual’s appraisal will

clearly influence how that individual feels and copes with the transition event or nonevent

(Anderson et al., 2012, p. 63).

Figure 4. The Individual in Transition – Schlossberg’s Transition Model (Anderson et al., 2012).
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3.1.1.1 Situation

Every individual experiences transitions in a varying manner depending on a set of situational

factors that oftentimes aren’t related to the transition. According to Schlossberg (2011),

“situation” here refers to the individual's state at the time of the transition. What are the

surrounding stressors that exist adjacent to the transition, and that influence the individuals’

capabilities? How well we navigate transitions can also be determined by the situation that we

are in when the transition is occurring.

3.1.1.2 Self

The self theme observes how an individual perceives a transition based on the outlook they bring

to it. Does the individual view the transition in a negative, positive or neutral light? Does the

transition also change their perception of themselves, and have they gained a new role or do they

need to accept a new norm? Most times, oneself can be impacted by our goals and aspirations.

We can also be influenced by our social identities and the lens’ we are being viewed through.

3.1.1.3 Support

Caplan (1976) defines the function of support systems as helping individuals to mobilize

psychological resources and master emotional burdens. A support system could be said to be one

of the keys to navigating transitions. However, Anderson et al. call for a definition that is

operational, as support systems come in many forms and are not always affirming or constructive

(2012). Support systems can be crucial in guiding us through transitions and supplying previous

experiences that aid us in achieving so.
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3.1.1.4 Strategies

What are the positive and/or negative coping strategies that an individual utilizes to get through a

transition? Pearlin & Schooler (1978) classify coping strategies as the ways in which we try to

reframe a situation (negotiation) or reduce stress (optimism). While there is no singular coping

strategy that is effective on its own, the more strategies an individual employs, the better they are

able to cope (Anderson et al., 2012).
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4 Methodology

4.1 Qualitative research

This thesis employs a qualitative research method. According to Denzin & Lincoln (2018b)

qualitative research is a “situated activity that locates the observer in the world” (p. 43). This is

said to be done by using interpretive and material practices to try to make the world more visible.

In qualitative research, researchers study topics and people in their natural settings, “attempting

to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of meanings people bring to them” (Denzin &

Lincoln, 2018b, p.43). How do participants' meaning-making illuminate, particularly in regards

to their problematic or routine experiences as well as any social or human problems they touch

on? (Creswell, 2007).

In order to find this out, a qualitative research process is needed to pinpoint emerging questions,

collect data in participant settings, apply data analysis to make interpretations of meaning and

conclude with a report of findings (Creswell, 2009). Creswell (2013) details some aspects of the

characteristics that make a qualitative research:

1) Uses researchers as a key instrument in data collection. The researcher is in charge of

collecting the data, using open-ended, self-created questions.

2) Focuses on participants’ perspectives, their meanings and subjective views. The focus is

on understanding and learning about the participants’ experiences of the research

problem.

3) Uses emergent and evolving design. There is room for flexibility and doesn’t strictly
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follow a rigid plan. It rather allows the research to take shape as it goes on.

4) Is reflective and interpretive. Researchers reflect on their positionality and are sensitive to

how it affects their interpretations.

I chose qualitative research for two main reasons: The first is due to its flexible nature. Despite

an initial guiding plan, I wanted to allow my research to be able to evolve and shift depending on

the participants’ answers and the themes and emerging codes. The second reason was that I

wanted a method that could support the exploration of my participants’ identities and the type of

stories they shared with me. According to Creswell (2013) “qualitative research today is the deep

involvement in issues of gender, culture, and marginalized groups” (p. 51). When writing about

topics that closely relate to the emotions and experiences that are close to people, it is important

to have a structure that allows you the freedom to present them in a way that does justice.

4.2 Participants

For this study I interviewed three second-generation Somali participants. My participants are all

women in their early twenties who were born, raised and attended their schooling in the capital

region of Finland. Identifying information about the participants has been hidden, and all real

names concealed. Since I was conducting in-depth, semi-structured interviews to gain a wider

understanding of each participants’ experience, I wanted to make sure I had a manageable

dataset. For this reason, I decided to settle on three participants.

I found my participants through personal connections to the Somali community, and through
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friends and family. I had previously encountered the participants during the years through

face-to-face interactions in casual community settings and family events. When discussing the

start of my forthcoming thesis journey last year, and detailing my research area, community

members expressed willingness to help with data collection in the form of being interviewed.

Community members felt they had various people in their lives who could all relate to my initial

research questions, had a lot to say about the topic themselves and believed it was an unexplored

area of research. I received a lot of encouragement from elders in the community, and family

members with young children who were concerned about the nature of school transitions and

which trajectories their children would end up in in the future. Due to this, I received a lot of

recommendations of who to talk to, and not before long, I had all the needed participants.

I wanted to try to have as much variation in my participants’ school choices as would be

possible. All my participants attended general upper secondary education and completed their

matriculation examination. After that, they chose different trajectories in their educational

journeys. All of my participants were also first-generation students, meaning that they were the

first in their family, aside from their siblings, to attend and complete compulsory education, as

well as go through the Finnish education system.
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Participant pseudonym Hometown Profile

P1 - Hani Espoo 24 years old. After her

matriculation examination,

she gained entry into a

University of Applied

Sciences, where she

graduated with a dual degree

as both a registered nurse and

a public health nurse.

P2 - Yasmin Espoo 23 year old. Has been on

hiatus since graduating from

upper secondary school. She

is hoping to restart her

education soon. She is

currently working.

P3 - Sara Helsinki 24 year old student. She is in

her third year as a humanities

student in University.

Table.1 Overview of participant profiles

4.3 Data collection

The method of data collection I chose was semi-structured interviews. According to Briggs

(1986) a large number of researchers using qualitative methodology make use of interviews. The
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reason interviews are a popular tool for data collection is because they allow for a rich amount of

knowledge about the participants’ thoughts and experiences in relation to the research questions.

I had a number of preplanned questions that were overarching, and which guided me in my

sessions. The reason I used semi-structured interviews was in order to have the ability to “prompt

the participant, rephrase questions, and make changes according to the interview situation”

(Galletta & Cross, 2013, p. 75). According to Galletta & Cross (2013), I made sure to look out

for three things during the interviews:

1) Making informed judgements on when to interrupt the participant and when not to

2) Guiding them and anticipating possible answer routes

3) Ascertaining the need for further inquiry into a question

However, it is important to note that this strategy requires some self-regulation, as it can be easy

to latch onto emerging themes and lead the participant in pursuit of confirming your

preconceived notions. The focus during interviews should always be to “[elicit] from the

participant the meaning he or she gives to the focus of study and capturing that meaning as

accurately as possible” (Galletta & Cross, 2013, p. 77).

I conducted two interviews with all participants. The interviews were each one hour long. Due to

close geographical proximity with two of the interviewees, we were able to schedule face-to-face

meetings for the first interview. The third participant lived out of town, so we were only able to

conduct the interview on Zoom. All participants were interviewed via Zoom in their follow-up

interviews. The follow-up interviews were conducted after the research was transcribed and
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sorted into themes, to offer participants an opportunity to clarify any misinterpretations or add

additional commentary on the appropriateness of the categorizations. As mentioned earlier on in

the thesis, the data for this study was collected simultaneously in English, Finnish and Somali for

all participants.

Table 2. Interview types

4.4 Thematic analysis

In order to analyze the collected data in this thesis, I have opted to use thematic analysis. Braun

& Clarke, (2006) define thematic analysis as a method to search a data set in order to identify

themes and codes. The method can be used as a critical realist framework, allowing researchers

to “study the power relations informing reality and to engage in emancipatory investigations that

value the voices of oppressed populations” (Kiger & Varpio, 2020, p. 2). This seemed

appropriate as the participants in my thesis are part of several minority groups at the same time

(seond-generation, Somali, black, Muslim, immigrant, woman) that informed their experiences.

Thematic analysis is powerful in that it allows us to seek an understanding of themes related to
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thoughts and experiences across a data set (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). It is designed to “search for

common or shared meanings''.

However, the meaning of themes in thematic analysis is often misinterpreted. A theme is “a

patterned response or meaning” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82). This doesn’t mean that a theme

has to appear multiple times in the data, as it is not based on frequency, rather it can have more to

do with the parts of the data that “reflect deeper, more underlying meanings, assumptions, or

ideologies” (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006 as cited in Kiger & Varpio, 2020, p. 3). The

themes and codes in this thesis were not chosen based on frequency, the chosen themes and

codes are sorted by how the participants describe their experiences and the impact it had on

them.

Within thematic analysis, there are two approaches to classifying data. Inductive, where themes

emerge from the data. This thesis, on the other hand, uses the deductive approach. Deductive

approach is when you use “pre-existing theory, framework, or other researcher- driven focus to

identify themes of interest” (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Varpio et al., 2019, as cited in Kiger &

Varpio, 2020, p. 3). The framework for this thesis was Schlossberg’s transition theory which

states that individuals undergo transitions under 4 different themes.

In this case, I used this 4 S system, as outlined in chapter 3, as my predetermined four themes

that explore which factors hinder or strengthen participants’ educational transitions. Below are

tables of the generated codes from the data for each theme and a short definition:
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Table 3. Generated codes and code definitions of Situation theme

Table 4. Generated codes and code definitions of Self theme
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Table 5. Generated codes and code definitions of Support theme

Table 6. Generated codes and code definitions of Strategies theme
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5 Findings

In this section I will present the findings of my thematic analysis of the participants’ interviews.

Alongside my findings I will present extracts from the data, translated from Finnish and Somali

to back up the findings. Following that, I will explore in the discussion section how the research

questions in section 2.1 were answered. Below is a sample of my TA table that represents the

overall picture of my dataset.

Overall theme Organizing theme / Description Code

Situation

Academic achievements

“I expected a lot from myself, so
when I went to grade 7, I wanted to

keep the same level of academic
success I had in primary school” P1

Language

Role change

Grades

Self Goals

“I just knew that I wanted to take
care of and help people. So, at that

time becoming a doctor was the only
option in my mind” P1

Aspirations

Expectations

“A lot of the boys that I was thinking
of… Most of them ended up going to
vocational school, versus the amount
of Somali girls who were told to go

there” P3

“Especially if you’re a Muslim
hijabi, Somali, black woman. It’s

already hard enough getting a job. So
imagine on top of that you go into a
field where there are not that many
jobs to go around in the first place”

P2

Gender

Ethnicity
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Support Interpersonal relationships

“I also saw my sister going through
that process. Like her not getting into
high school because of her grades. I
didn’t know that was a possibility”

P2

“They [native peers] had family
members, siblings and parents who

had gone through the whole
[education] process. I felt they had a
lot of identification surfaces for this

life phase” P1

“You know the high school was so
big. Nobody was really there to

guide you, how you’re doing with
your studies and what you’re going

to do after” P2

Parents

Siblings

Peers

School

Strategies Endurance

“I wondered what I would want to
apply to if I didn’t want medicine
anymore? I knew I still wanted to

work in the social services and
healthcare industry helping people”

P1

“I feel like now I’m ready to really
pursue my studies again. I want to

study, and I miss school” P2

“I knew at that time it was all up to
me. I needed to figure out what I
wanted to do. I needed to guide

myself” P3

Negotiation

Optimism

Resilience

Table 7. Organization of the data into themes and codes
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5.1 Situation

During our interviews, participants discussed several situations they felt were constant stressors

in their ability to navigate their transitions properly. A common struggle among all participants

was the issue of Finnish as a second language class. This is where students who do not have

Finnish listed officially as their mother tongue are sent to a separate language class commonly

referred to as S2 (Suomi 2). Participants felt this was an unfair segregation from their native

classmates, and that this had impacted their ability to socialize themselves in the school. Having

gone to a small school, where S2 teaching involved being pulled from more linguistic heavy

classes for support, Yasmin shared her experiences as one of only two S2 students in the school:

There was a collective question of the goal behind S2 teaching and whether they hindered or

helped participants’ language abilities. All three participants believed that they were not learning

much in these classes, and that which they needed to learn could not be learned without being

integrated into the mainstream Finnish lessons. Speaking Finnish at home with their siblings,

participants craved more rigorous language classes. They also felt a lack of confidence in their

academic abilities:
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After participants had advocated for themselves, they all described being switched over to the

mainstream classroom by the end of basic education or general upper secondary school. The

issue of Finnish as a second language for second-generation students has been a topic of

conversation on many levels. While the focus of this research was not to explore this divide on a

deeper level, I realized that it was a situation that had contributed to the stress of participants in

the wider experiences of their transitions. After transitioning to the mainstream classrooms, all

participants reported increased productivity and a general sense of belonging to the school

community.

Another stressor in participants’ abilities to navigate transitions was their grades. Grades and

grade point averages are one of the main factors in school choice options starting the end of basic

education. Participants expressed worry and regret when discussing their grades when they later

learned of their importance. They expressed a willingness to have applied themselves more, if

they understood which direction they had needed to steer themselves towards earlier:
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Participants expressed that if they had been aware of the importance of their academic

achievements at certain points in their trajectories, they would have made different choices. Hani

described a situation in which she wanted to branch out to a general upper secondary school a bit

far away from home, and when applying at the end of grade 9 with a 9.1 grade point average,

realized the school had a preferred grade point average of 9.7. In her words:

Regardless of academic level, participants all felt like they either did not have enough

understanding of how important grades were or what specific grade point averages were required

for specific paths. Both these elements influenced how they perceived their transitions and

affected their decision making abilities. The theme touched on some of the barriers that
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participants felt they faced in accessing certain spaces and paths in the education system.

5.2 Self

Throughout the interviews, participants vocalized their aspirations for their transitions. Only one

of the participants had a clear goal in mind about their future career aspirations. Hani shared that

she had a strong goal of becoming a doctor. According to her, her father was very present in

communicating with teachers and checking up on her schooling. Because of this, she felt that the

guidance counselor in the 9th grade was hesitant to make suggestions on future paths, as in her

opinion she remembers other students in the school of immigrant backgrounds, mostly girls,

were guided heavily towards more vocational paths:

While the two other participants felt they did not have any strong career aspirations, and said

they were not exposed to enough options from a young age to form any concrete goals, they still

expressed strong desire to apply for general upper secondary school at the end of basic

education:
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From their interviews, it was clear that there were high academic aspirations coming from

participants, but also coming from their parents and the wider community. Participants expressed

they wanted to continue onto general upper secondary school in order to buy more time. This has

been previously studied by Holmberg (2018) who found that “a typical feature among youths

with academic aspirations was that they saw no alternative to applying to general upper

secondary school”. Even though both participants here did not outline what exact aspirations

they had, they believed they would find it eventually, and that general upper secondary school

was “a place where one could identify and specify their as-yet vague occupational interests”

(Holmberg, 2018, p. 8). It was a place to buy more time and identify what they wanted.
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During our interviews, we discussed the perception of general upper secondary school and

vocational school and participants reported that there was a general negative association with

vocational school among parents and community members. Participants were encouraged to

pursue academic routes and they themselves saw this as a mutually beneficial thought process, as

they either had academic aspirations or wanted a place they could explore. Vocational school was

seen as a route that would pipeline you into a rigid low-level career. Parents associated higher

education with better career and salary options.

Participants shared that this view was not one that was widely expected of the boys in their

community. When wondering about the perceived gender divide between continuing on to

general upper secondary school, participants verbalized that they felt there was an increased

amount of expectations on them to succeed academically. It was also found by Open Society

Foundations (2013) that Somali boys “had a hard time accessing educational opportunities and

have difficulties entering the labor market” compare to Somali girls (p. 53):
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5.3 Support

This theme aimed to explore participants’ support systems during their transitions, and who they

felt they could rely on to help them navigate them. Operationally, it is important to remember

that a support system is not always positive. Parents are one of the most impactful support

resources in a child’s life. During our time in the early stages of the education system, parents are

the main actors in providing us with the necessary tools at home to guide us. Two of the three

participants had both parents who had never attended schooling in Finland at that point in time.

They recalled their parents trying to help them with school work where they could, and also by

hiring tutors and taking them to after school homework clubs. When it came to the inner

workings of the education system, they felt their parents could not offer much advice. Of the

experience, Yasmin recounted:

Hani had parents who had moved to Finland at the age of 12 and who had attended a few years

of basic education in Finland before dropping out. Her parents had attended the same primary

school she later went to and she said this had a big impact on the contrast of parental support in

grades 1-6 versus the rest of her education:
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Her parents were able to utilize the knowledge they had from those years to help her, and Hani

felt the shift in support and the kind of impact it had in later stages. She recalls her basic

education years being easier with her parents by her side.

In addition to parents, older siblings are also another support point for second-generation

children, as they are usually the first in their family to go through the education system. In that

way, they act as a model for younger siblings. Sara found support in her older siblings, which

was not the case for Hani as she was the oldest child. Siblings’ experiences and advice is

important as it can curb lack of parental guidance in many cases:
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When participants were asked how they felt in terms of the level of parental support in

comparison to their native peers, they vocalized that they felt their native peers who had attended

their entire schooling in Finland, and that they were more well equipped at handling transitions

as they could be guided more thoroughly. Two out of the three participants felt their native

classmates were more aware of the educational transitions and career pathways that were obscure

to them, as their family members had studied and worked in various institutions and positions

that were not conceivable to them. Despite this, participants saw this as a positive asset when

interacting with their native classmates:

Lastly, participants talked about their perceived support from the school. Participants spoke

about both negative and positive experiences they had with guidance counselors in their last year

in basic education, and again in their last year of general upper secondary school. These

experiences varied from guidance counselors seeming out of the loop, feeling like there was a

lack of connection to the student or lack of trust in staff to understand participants’ backgrounds.

Sara felt her guidance counselor at the end of general upper secondary school was swaying her

away from pursuing higher education due to her grades:
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Due to this, she stopped taking advice from them and started applying to universities through the

joint application system on her own. On the other hand, Yasmin remembered her guidance

counselor at the end of basic education having been an immense help in encouraging her to apply

to high school:

Participants had both diverging and converging experiences surrounding their support systems’

ability to guide them or reinforce their hoped trajectories. This theme was talked about the most

extensively and was cited as being the most impactful factor during participants’ transitions.
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5.4 Strategies

In this theme, I wanted to explore how participants displayed endurance in their transitions. I

found three codes in the data related to negotiation, resilience and optimism. Those were the

main three strategies participants employed in order to cope. As was mentioned prior, Hani had

talked extensively of wanting to become a doctor throughout her transitions. When she reached

the end of her general upper secondary education studies, she had taken on so many courses that

she began to suffer from burnout. When it came time to apply to medical school, she didn’t get

in. At this point Hani took a year off and started to seek alternative options. Due to the burn out

and her lost passion for medical school, she started to negotiate her options:
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Hani was able to successfully reconstruct her path, while still keeping in mind her passion for

working in the health sector. Even though her aspirations had shifted, they were still challenging

enough to be of the same caliber of academic rigor she was seeking previously.

Yasmin is currently applying to universities of applied sciences after a few gap years, having

found her passion to go into the social services field. She remembers a time she was applying to

general upper secondary school and aiming for a specific high school where her grades were not

enough to earn her a spot. Despite this, she was surprised that her resilience and ability to focus

on concrete goal earned her a spot in another general upper secondary school regardless:

Lastly, while the school transitions were admittedly rough for Sara, she ended up going to

university to study social sciences, despite her average grades that she feared would not be

enough. Now a third year student about to graduate with her bachelors, she reflects on the

transitions and focuses on the optimistic side of her experiences. We discussed her younger sister

and how she hopes to act as a support for her as she navigates her own transitions. She is
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optimistic that the process has taught her how to give back to the community and her family, and

to be able to have the guidance she sometimes lacked.
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6 Discussion

The findings from this study show that there were many similarities in how participants

experienced transitions and common stories on the factors they felt affected them the most. The

study points to many structural and social capital issues that face the second-generation Somali

youths’. In the next subsection, I will go through the research questions and outline how they

have been answered.

6.1 Research questions

How do participants reflect on their experiences during their educational transitions?

Participants reflected on two main points related to their educational transitions. The first one

was the lack of knowledge about the education system. Participants all discussed how they were

unable to visualize the bigger picture in relation to their transitions. Aside from the difference

between upper general secondary school and vocational school, a topic that was the most

significant at home and among peers, participants felt the information they received about

transitions were either too late or too vague.

The second issue participants raised was their lack of clear aspirations. Two out of the three

participants struggled in defining their aspirations. Despite this, participants still kept high

aspirations and wanted to keep the door open to as many possibilities for the future. Participants

were able to remain resilient and modify their transitions if there was a roadblock. For most of
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the participants this paid off, as they were able to keep their options open until they more clearly

defined their aspirations.

What were the main factors that influenced participants’ transitions through the lens of

Schlossberg’s 4 S system?

When examining the themes through Schlossberg’s lens, the situation and support themes were

the most impactful on participants’ ability to successfully navigate transitions. The issue of S2

teaching was prominent in all participants’ interviews. At various points in their educational

transitions, participants moved to be exempt from S2 classes and integrated into the mainstream

Finnish classes, but faced pushback from teachers and school staff. According to the National

Agency for Education (2012), they do not stipulate S2 as compulsory for immigrant background

students, rather only if language level is felt to be insufficient and as a form of support. Students

should be shifted over to mainstream classes when their language ability is high enough.

Participants felt their language levels were sufficient as they were born in Finland, and they were

speaking Finnish at home and among siblings and friends, to a higher level than Somali.

Research has been done on this phenomenon, with researchers wondering why bilingual

students were being allocated to separate language instruction classrooms (Huhtanen, 2013).

Participants expressed regret in missing out on opportunities by not being in the mainstream

language classrooms.

The support theme was arguably the most impactful to participants in their transitions, especially
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that of parental support. As all the participants did not have parents who went through the whole

educational system, they felt there was a large gap in potential instruction. The (immigrant)

parents don't really know anything about this... how to apply, when to apply, where you should

apply, where you can get in. There are a lot of questions that the parents ask me. While parents

tried to compensate for their knowledge gap by providing tutors and taking the participants to

homework school, they couldn’t make up for the social capital gap of the inner workings of the

education system. Mannerström, a teacher at a high school in Helsinki (as cited in Open Society

Foundations, 2018) discussed the difference between native and immigrant parents in terms of

their ability to help their children in applying to highschool, of the immigrant parents she said:

“the (immigrant) parents don't really know anything about this... how to apply, when to apply,

where should you apply, where you can get in. There are a lot of questions that the parents ask

me”(p. 59). This can be detrimental as “by not fully comprehending their role in their children’s

schooling, Somali parents may not be aware of when and how to intervene” (Ismail, 2019, p.

729).

However, it is clear that despite not being able to help in understanding the structure of the

education system, parents are still committed to providing every resource they can in order to

support their children. Participants’ parents had high academic aspirations for them which is

consistent with the wider research (Alitolppa-Niitamo, 2004a; Alitolppa-Niitamo, 2004b; Ismail,

2019; Open Society Foundations, 2013). According to Alitolppa (2002), Somali parents use

formal education as a means of re-establishing stability and view it as the best way to access

social mobility for their children, and therefore place high expectations on them.
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6.2 Limitations

While I was able to go in-depth with the participants in this study, the number of participants was

only three. Participants were also all women, who had pursued higher education. Further

research could take into account a larger number of participants, gender backgrounds and school

paths. The inclusion of students who chose vocational paths could have illuminated a deeper

understanding of what impacts second-generation youths’ transitions.

6.3 Ethical considerations

Participants were well briefed at the start of the study and signed informed consent forms

(Appendix 2). They were guided through the purpose of the study, and no uncomfortable or

traumatic questions were asked. Participants were free to share whatever information they liked,

and any information they decided to later redact was done so. All identifiable information was

modified, and participants were given pseudonyms to protect their identity.
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Appendix 1: Interview questions

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself. What are you currently doing?

2. Tell me about your time in basic education (Grade 1-6).

3. Tell me about your time in basic education (Grade 7-9).

4. When did you first realize the significance of your schooling on your future trajectory?

5. How early did you become aware of the choice you had to make after the end of

comprehensive education?

6. Did you have aspirations/plans for future career or work goals already towards the end of

comprehensive schooling?

7. Tell me about your time in general upper secondary school.

8. How do you feel your parents were able to help you in understanding the system of

education and choice making?

9. Did you feel any difference between the trajectory of your native peers vs non-native

peers?

10. How was your school able to support you in your decision making?

11. IF you knew what your aspirations were, how well were you able to pursue them ?

12. IF you were unaware of your path, how did you remedy this?

13. What were your strengths in school?

14. What were your weaknesses in school?
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Appendix 2: Consent form

INFORMED CONSENT FORM

Researcher’s name: Mariam Osman

Institution: Faculty of Education, University of Oulu

Research project: Master’s thesis

The purpose of this thesis is to complete my master’s degree in Intercultural Teacher Education

at the University of Oulu. The goal of the interviews is to understand the educational transitions

of the participants and what factors have impacted said transitions. The data collected through

this interview will not be used for purposes other than research. Participants will remain

anonymous, be given a pseudonym, and no personal information will be made identifiable. The

interview recordings and transcripts will be stored securely and will not be shared with anyone

other than the supervisors of this research if needed. The participant is free to withdraw from the

study and interviews at any point during the process.

I have read and understood the information above.

Name: __________________________                         Email address: _____________________

Date and Signature: _____________________
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