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Abstract

Technical vocational education and training (VET) is shaped by tensions between
policy-driven, measurable notions of competence and the situated, relational, and
materially embedded forms of expertise that define vocational practice. To address this
tension, the study employs knowing as an analytic lens to examine how vocational
knowledge is enacted, recognised, and valued within the visual cultures of Swedish
VET. Four analytical dimensions—content, embodiment, valuation, and temporality—
guide the exploration of how knowing becomes visible in 144 marketing images
representing four VET programmes. Through a collaboratively conducted analysis of
the visual material, the research team examined recurring representational patterns
during a two-day analytic session in the Norrkoping Decision Arena. The analysis
identifies contrasting vocational ontologies. In Building and Construction, knowing is
associated with durable materials, large-scale processes, externalised plans, and
collaborative work extending across longer temporal horizons. In Hairdressing and
Styling, knowing appears through fine-grained embodied gestures, aesthetic
judgement, and dialogic interaction with clients, characterised by immediate outcomes
and short, repeatable cycles. Similarly, distinct ontologies were identified within
Industrial Technology and Natural Resource Use, indicating broader patterns in how
vocational knowing is visually structured across VET. The analytical framework has
enabled a more nuanced reading of the visual material, clarifying how various forms of
expertise are made visible, legitimised, or backgrounded through specific
representational choices. This contributes to a more refined understanding of how
vocational knowing is visually constructed and communicated across different
educational contexts. While the visual data necessarily restrict the analysis to what
images render observable, the framework supports a deeper examination of how
vocational knowing is organised, negotiated, and valued across programmes with
distinct material and epistemic conditions.

Key Words: Technical Vocational Education and Training (VET), Visual Culture,
Vocational Knowing
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1 INTRODUCTION

Debates around competence shortages have intensified as demands for competitiveness intersect
with the green and digital transitions, together creating challenges that cannot be addressed by
technology and innovation alone. At the same time, dominant policy approaches tend to
operationalise competence as a measurable and transferable entity, thereby concealing the
historical and political negotiations through which particular forms of knowledge, skill, and
competences arerecognised as valuable (Hultén etal.,2022; Smitet al.,2020). Asa consequence,
competence-based, experiential, and community-generated practices risk being undervalued or
rendered invisible, in favour of academically codified knowledge that is measurable, assessable,
and easily articulated (Nuur et al., 2020).

Although frequently used interchangeably, terms such as knowledge, skills and competences refer
to different aspects of vocational learning (e.g., Baartman et al., 2018; Korp et al., 2025):
knowledge is commonly associated with abstract and generalisable understanding, while
competence and skills denotes the ability to act effectively in specific situations. Within technical
vocational education and training, the boundary between what is treated as knowledge and what
is framed as competence is often unclear, shifting across policy, curriculum, and workplace
contexts. When these distinctions remain blurred, it becomes difficult to account for how
vocational expertise is developed, recognised, and sustained across educational and work-based
settings, raising questions about how competence in technical vocational education and training
can be identified, recognised, and supported in emergingeducational and labour-market contexts.

1.1 Research objectives

To address the conceptual gap outlined above, this article proposes a framework where knowing
is used as an analytical lens for examining the relationship between theory and practice in
technical vocational education and training (see, Lindberg, 2003). Henc, rather than treating
knowing as something learners possess, it is approached here as a relational and continuous
process that emerges through interaction with artefacts, bodies, environments, social relations,
and temporal conditions. To make this process analytically accessible, knowing is examined
through four interconnected dimensions:

e  Content, as referring to what is known or enacted in practice.

e Embodiment, as referring to how knowing takes form through bodily, material, and
representational expressions.

e  Valuation, as referring to how particular ways of knowing are recognised, legitimised,
or marginalised.

e  Temporality, as referring to how knowing unfolds, stabilises, and changes over time.

Guided by this approach, this article explores how knowing is shaped and manifested within
visual representations of technical VET-practice found in, for instance, marketing materials (see,
Larsson et al., 2024).
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

To analyse how the dimensions of knowing are expressed in vocational education and training
(VET) practice, this article draws on perspectives from visual culture studies that conceptualise
images as both shaped by, and shaping, prevailing norms, beliefs, and lived experiences within
societies (Mirzoeff, 2009; Mitchell, 2005; Rose, 2023). From this perspective, visual cultures are
not merely reflective of social realities but actively participate in human meaning-making
processes through which phenomena are understood, categorised, and valued (Mitchell, 2005).
Images are thus approached not as neutral illustrations of vocational activity, but as socially and
materially embedded representations that also contribute to the constitution of professional
practice.

Although discourses are immaterial, they exert material effects that become observable through
their manifestations, including visual representations of educational and vocational practices.
Images organise attention, frame relations between bodies and tools, and articulate assumptions
about progression, expertise, and professionalism, and can therefore be understood as sites where
discursive norms are materialised (Félton, 2021) and, as such, provide a crucial entry point for
examining how knowing is enacted and negotiated across educational and work-based settings in
VET. In technical VET, such norms may concern what constitutes proper technical work, which
forms of competence are rendered visible, and whose knowing is recognised as authoritative
(Larsson et al., 2024; Larsson et al., 2025).

3 DATA AND ANALYTICAL PROCEDURE

The study’s empirical material comprises 144 marketing images representing four Swedish
Vocational Education and Training (VET) programmes: the Building and Construction (BC), the
Hairdresser and Stylist (HS), the Industrial Technology (IT), and the Natural Resource Use (NR)
programmes. Images were collected via an image search on Google (December 17th, 2025), using
the respective programme name as a search string. In relation to the study’s theoretical
framework, rather than viewing these images as mere documents of education practice, they are
understood here as integral to how vocational knowing is structured, communicated, and
legitimised and treated as empirical sites where the ongoing production of vocational knowing
becomes visible (Filton, 2021; Larsson et al., 2024).

The analysis spanned over two consecutive days in the Norrkdping Decision Arena; a venue that
enables users to compare pictorial content in a non-hierarchic environment and thus suitable to
use when more extensive data sets are to be analysed and discussed. Initially, the analysts’ focus
was on identifying so-called representational commonalities — i.e., recurring themes, objects, and
interaction patterns that could provide insights into how knowledge, competence, and knowing
are portrayed in the images (Larsson et al., 2024). These preliminary mappings of the four VET
programmes served as a foundation for the subsequent day’s detailed analysis of the BC and HS.
The discussions were audio recorded (approx. 200 minutes in total) and later transcribed.

Consequently, the study’s analytical procedure can be seen as a Directed Content Analysis (DCA)
(see, Hsieh & Shannon,2005) ofthe visual cultures of BC, HS, IT, and NR in relation to the four
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dimensions of knowing, where the researcher’s interpretive conversations serve as auxiliary data
that both shape and are shaped by the study’s visual culture (see, Larsson et al., 2024).

4 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

The following section presents the principal findings of the study. It begins with a concise
overview of the defining features of the visual cultures of Building and Construction (BC) and
Hairdressingand Stylist (HC) programmes, drawing on insights from the researchers’ interpretive
discussions. This is then followed by a detailed analysis of the empirical material in relation to
the study’s conceptual frame (content, embodiment, valuation, and temporality).

4.1 The visual culture of BC

The analysis of the visual culture of the BC programme reveals a discourse in which tools,
materials, and the human body together manifest a knowing in process. Several images depict
situations in which tools function as “extension[s] of the user’s hands” (Researcher 1), enhancing
the body’s capabilities (e.g., a crowbar, power drill, or hammer). In such instances, eye-hand
coordination is at the centre of attention. Some construction tools, such as compound saws, are
too heavy to use one-handed and must be mounted on stands. Still, the images emphasise the
importance of eye-hand coordination, showingstudents carefully followinglines and angles. This
demonstrates the precision required in construction tasks, highlighting how skilled movements
and the ability to maintain accuracy are central to mastering the trade's practical elements. The
images illustrate a focused engagement, with the alignment of tools to specific guides or
measurements as a recurring theme, reinforcing the importance of developing coord inated motor
skills within the BC program.

Furthermore, the images portray a collective practice; Researcher 3 describes “It also looks like
they are helping each other to build [...] It feels like some tasks you wouldn't be able to do
yourself. Someone has to hold, and someone has to nail”. The apparent collaboration underscores
that knowing is integrated in the coordination of work and interaction among students. Also, the
pictures project “[TThe impact of a major process. Part of building a house or part of laying a roof
or part of making a complete paving” (Researcher 3) and represents a stable, standardised and
long-term type of knowing that is tied to plans, patterns and traditions. Standard and tradition are
also visible in, for instance, protective clothing and high-visibility clothing: “These [builders]
should be visible. They should not go to the construction site dressed in black” (Researcher 2).

Knowledge within BC appears as fundamental and society-bearing: "Construction is a
fundamental activity for the whole of society. You can't do without good buildings. We would
perish without being able to sleep under a roof" (Researcher 1). Thus, the pictorials mediate a
discourse in which knowledge has both individual and collective value. Meanwhile, the pictures
lack tangible elements of theoretical knowledge, even though they are represented, for instance,
in blueprints and in situations where teachers point to different items.
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Overall, the transcript shows that the value of knowledge in BC is multifaceted: it is practical,
collective, traditional, and socially significant, and it is conveyed through action, cooperation,
and established structures.

4.2 The visual culture of HC

The analysis of the visual culture of the Hairdressing and Stylist programme reveals a discourse
in which hands-on skills, aesthetic sensibility, and clientinteraction together manifesta knowing-
in-process. Several images portray situations where tools such as scissors, combs, and brushes
are handled with precision and dexterity, often in combination, highlighting the importance of
fine motor skills and detailed craftsmanship: "You have a comb and then you have a pair of
scissors so that you have small tools that you even sort of handle in combination with each other"
(Researcher 3). This emphasises the simultaneous use of multiple tools and the need for nuanced
coordination on the students’ part.

In these representations, the process of dividing, shaping, and styling hair is foregrounded.
Furthermore, attention to detail and the ability to adapt techniques to individual needs are central
to success. The images illustrate how the act of creating a hairstyle is not only technical but also
interpretative, involving the reading of client wishes and the translation of these into concrete
results. This involves a seemingly dialogic process between the hairdresser/stylist and the client,
where it is “the customer who decides what is beautiful. It may not be rules and norms that do
that" (Researcher 1).

Furthermore, the visual representations point to a practice that is both individual and relational.
While much of the work is performed one-on-one, the interaction with the client or model is
integral to the process, requiringsocial and communicative competence as well as technical skills.
The environment is characterised by order and structure, with tools organised and processes
broken down into clear steps. Yet, there is also space for creativity and personal expression:
“Design is at the heart of [practice]” (Researcher 2).

The images also reflect a professional identity, signalled through attire and the use of specialised
equipment, and a focus on hygiene and safety, for example, through the use of gloves and aprons
when handling chemicals. However, elements of theoretical knowledge are less visible in the
images, even though it is implicitly presentin understanding materials, techniques, and the effects
of various products.

Overall, the portrayals of the value of knowledge in the Hairdressing and Stylist programme is
multifaceted: it is practical, creative, individualised, and relational, and it is conveyed through
both skilled action, client interaction, and the ability to translate aesthetic and technical
understanding into tangible results.

486


Jeff
Sticky Note
None set by Jeff

Jeff
Sticky Note
MigrationNone set by Jeff

Jeff
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by Jeff


4.3 BC and HC viewed through the lens of knowing

4.3.1 Content

In terms of content, the images present two contrasting material ecologies and domains of action.
In the construction images, the recurring presence of timber, stone, heavy machinery, measuring
tools, and architectural structures foregrounds a world organised around structural, and processed
materials (e.g., stone, metal, and timber) and large-scale processes. These materials imply forms
of understandinglinked to stability, resistance, geometry, and structural integrity. By contrast, the
Hairdresser and Stylist images represent work with human-centred materials (e.g., hair, skin,
faces) as well as dyes, chemicals, and lightweight hand tools. The close-up gestures, delicate
sectioning, and micro-adjustments characteristic of these images suggest a content dimension
rooted in tactile sensitivity, material responsiveness, and individualised attention. Thus, the visual
representations themselves inscribe two distinct forms of vocational substance: one based on
structural transformation of matter, the other on aesthetic and corporeal transformation of persons.

4.3.2 Embodiment

The embodiment dimension becomes visible in the contrast between codified and embodied
modes of representation. Construction images often include evidence of externalised knowledge
forms (e.g., blueprints, grids, angles, linear guides) positioned alongside the workers. Bodies in
these images appear engaged in measurable, spatially coordinated tasks, linking the abstract logic
of plans to the physical execution of cuts, joints, and assemblies. In the hairdressing images, by
contrast, the form of knowing is represented almost entirely through the body: the alignment of
the stylist’s hands, the orientation of the comb, the tilt of a head, or the interaction mediated
through a mirror. There is no visible codified plan. Instead, knowing appears as a choreography
of gestures and proximities. The images thus stage two contrasting epistemic modalities: one in
which knowledge is both outside and ahead of action, and one in which knowledge is enacted in
an immediate, reciprocal relation with the material and the client.

4.3.3 Valuation

The valuation dimension is inscribed through visual cues that signal professional legitimacy and
merit. Construction images foreground safety equipment, reflective clothing, and collaborative
bodily formations, marking the work as institutionally regulated and socially recognised. The
emphasis on teamwork and the visibility of heavy tools further aligns the practice with culturally
valued notions of strength, precision, and trade expertise. Meanwhile, the stylist images
emphasise aesthetic refinement, interpersonal engagement, and careful bodily presentation. The
near-uniform dark clothing, the clean studio environment, andthe focus on faces and styles confer
a different, and often more gendered form of professional worth, one tied to service, client
experience, and creative labour. These visual framings implicitly reproduce societal hierarchies
of value, with tangible products, machinery, and standardised equipment on one side, and
personalised service, affective labour, and aesthetic outcomes on the other.
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4.34 Temporality

Finally, the temporality dimension is embedded in the images’ depiction of rhythm, duration, and
scale. Construction scenes show moments situated within long-term processes (e.g., laying
foundations, assembling frameworks, installing components), each representing a fragment of an
extended linear sequence. The unfinished structures surrounding the workers make visible the
trade's cumulative, staged temporality. By contrast, the stylist images capture short, cyclical, and
repeatable processes such as cutting, colouring, and blow-drying. These activities occur in tightly
bounded temporal units, each culminating in an immediate aesthetic result. Even when the
outcome is not yet shown, the framing of the images signals a temporality of rapid iteration rather
than long-range assembly. The photos, therefore, encode two temporal logics: a slow-building,
accumulative temporality in construction, and a rhythmic, short-horizon temporality in
hairstyling.

4.3.5 In summary

Taken together, the image sets can be read as visual enactments of contrasting vocational
ontologies (Table 1). Construction is represented as planned, externally guided, collaborative,and
materially enduring, while hairdressing and styling is embodied, affectively mediated,
individually tailored, and temporally cyclic. Yet the images also hint at shared dimensions of
professional knowing: attention to geometry, disciplined bodily coordination, and the shaping of
materials—whether stone or hair—with skill and intention. Through their representational
choices, the images map the relational terrain in which knowledge, competence, and knowing
take form in different yet comparable ways across vocational contexts.

Table 1

Comparative overview of the dimensions of knowing in the BC and HS programmes.

Dimension Building and Construction Hairdresser and Stylist

Content Work with durable, processed Work with living material (hair, skin),
materials (wood, stone, chemicals, and fine tools;
machinery/tools); structural individualised aesthetic
transformation; large-scale transformation.
processes.

Embodiment Codified knowledge forms visible =~ Embodied interactive knowing (hand
(blueprints, measurements); actions  choreography, mirror use, tool
guided by external plans; spatial coordination); no external plans
coordination. visible.

Valuation Safety gear, reflective clothing, Aesthetic labour, client interaction,

teamwork, and heavy tools signal
institutional legitimacy and
technical value.
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Temporality ~ Segments of long, accumulative Short, cyclic, repeatable processes
processes; unfinished structures with immediate outcomes; iterative,
show extended temporal arcs. client-specific temporal logic.

5 METHODOLOGICAL AND ANALYTICAL DISCUSSION

The main objective with this study has been to explore how knowing is shaped and manifested
within visual representations of technical VET-practice found in, for instance, marketing
materials. In response to this, we have employed a collaborative Directed Content Analysis
(DCA) (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) informed by the analytical dimensions of knowing: content,
embodiment, valuation, and temporality. The proposed framework offers two key methodological
advantages:

First, it provides a coherent structure for examining how vocational knowing is enacted and
represented without reducing VET practice to predefined, dichotomy-oriented categories, such as
“knowledge” or “competence”. Instead, it facilitates nuanced comparisons between various VET
programmes, ensuring close attention to the unique ways in which vocational knowing emerges
within the distinct visual cultures and specific educational contexts in which it is situated.

Second, the framework promotes collaborative analysis by encouraging analysts to draw upon
diverse research backgrounds and educational experiences, thereby enhancing both teamwork and
reflexivity. Nevertheless, this collaborative approach requires careful attention to the ways in
which the analytical context is discursively constructed. In the study, this was addressed by
ensuring each researcher received equal speaking time, with the order of speakers systematically
rotated throughout discussions. Also, time was allocated to jointly explore different approaches
to exploring the study’s data set.

At the same time, the framework has inherent limitations stemming fromits analytical orientation.
The four dimensions are analytically distinctbutempirically intertwined, so their boundaries may
overlap in analysis. Moreover, because the study focuses on visual materials, it is necessarily
limited to forms of knowing that become visible within images and visual representations. Forms
of knowing that remain tacit, taken for granted, or excluded from dominant visual cultures cannot
be fully captured through this approach. The analysis's interpretive and discussion-based
character further suggests that the findings reflect situated readings of the material rather than
definitive accounts of vocational knowing.

Together, these strengths and limitations highlight the importance of transparency in the
development and articulation of interpretations. The framework provides a structured way of
analysing the complexity of vocational knowing as it is enacted and visualised in technical VET,
while also acknowledging that such analyses are partial and contingent on what becomes visible
within the available empirical material.
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6 Al DISCLOSURE

Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAlI) hasbeen provided duringthe transcription of the audio
recordings (Microsoft Word) and to support the extraction of illustrative examples from the data,
the generation of Table 1, and the structuring of the text (Co-pilot). Furthermore, Al has been
employed to assist in writing and proofreading of the text (Co-pilot, ChatGPT 5.0 & 5.2, and
Grammarly). Atno point during the process have data or copyrighted material been uploaded to
a third party.

7 REFERENCES

Baartman, L. K. J., Kilbrink, N., & de Bruijn, E. (2018). VET students’ integration of knowledge engaged
with in school-based and workplace-based learning environments in the Netherlands. Journal of
Education and Work, 31(2),204-217. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2018.1433821

Filton, E. (2021). Shapeshifting Nature: Ambivalent Ways of Seeing the Non-Human World within Swedish
National Park Tourism and its Visual Culture Linképing University Electronic Press].

Hsieh, H.-F., & Shannon, S. E. (2005). Three approaches to qualitative content analysis. Qualitative health
research, 15(9), 1277-1288.

Hultén, M., Jaming, H., & Kiristensen, J. E. (2022). From knowledge to skills and competence: Epistemic
reconfiguration in Nordic basic education, 1980-2020.In The Nordic education model in context
(pp- 236-254). Routledge.

Korp, H., Grundberg, L., Lindholm, M.-L. L., Passe, M., & Wyszynska Johansson, M. (2025). Vocational
knowing and becoming in VET and VTE: How bringing them together can provide new insights
forvocationalpedagogies. Nordic Journal of Vocational Education and Training, 14(3),207-233.
https://doi.org/10.3384/njvet.2242-458X.24143207

Larsson, A., Filton, E., & Stolpe, K. (2024). The discourse on technological literacy: exploring visual
representations enabled by the visual cultures of four Swedish vocational education and training
programmes. Empirical Research in Vocational Education and Training, 16(1), 13.
https://doi.org/10.1186/540461-024-00167-z

Larsson, A., Stolpe, K., & Félton, E. (2025). Seeing STEM through the lens of visual culture -proposing an
interdisciplinary approach for exploring educational practices European Science Education
Research Association 2025, Copenhagen, Denmark.

Lindberg, V. (2003). Vocational knowing and the content in vocational education. International Journal of
Training Research, 1(2),40-61. https://doi.org/10.5172/ijtr.1.2.40

Mirzoeff, N. (2009). An Introduction to Visual Culture (2 ed.). Routledge.

Mitchell, W. J. T. (2005). What do Pictures Want?: The Lives and Loves of Images. University of Chicago
Press.

490


Jeff
Sticky Note
None set by Jeff

Jeff
Sticky Note
MigrationNone set by Jeff

Jeff
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by Jeff


Nuur, C., Gustavsson, L., & Laestadius, S. (2020). Capability creation in the natural resource-based sector:
experiences from Swedish mining. In Learning and innovation in natural resource based
industries (pp. 100-120). Routledge.

Rose, G. (2023). Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials (Vol. 5).
SAGE.

Smit, S., Tacke, T., Lund, S., Manyika, J., & Thiel, L. (2020). The future of work in Europe.

491


Jeff
Sticky Note
None set by Jeff

Jeff
Sticky Note
MigrationNone set by Jeff

Jeff
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by Jeff


	Larsson_Towards



