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Abstract
This article poses these questions: How do participants on two different courses 
in folk high schools in Sweden, a basic course and a theatre course, motivate their 
educational and occupational choices, and what similarities and differences can be 
identified? We analyse interviews with students drawing on a narrative approach. 
Five trajectories emerge: desire to get away; desire to get back on track; desire 
for employment; desire to change occupation; and desire to realise one’s dreams. 
We argue that these trajectories reproduce existing social stratification in society, 
whereby certain futures are available to some people, and not to others.

Keywords Educational and occupational choice · Narrative analysis · Folk high 
schools

Résumé
Choisir son future ? Narratives sur le choix éducationnel et occupationnel chez 
des lycéens en Suède. Cet article pose deux questions : Comment est-ce que les par-
ticipants à deux cours différents de lycées en Suède, un cours basique et un cours de 
théâtre, motivent leur choix éducationnels et occupationnels, et quelles similarités et 
différences peuvent être identifiées ? Nous analysons les entretiens avec les étudiants 
en nous basant sur une approche narrative. Cinq trajectoires apparaissent : le désir de 
partir; le désir de se remettre sur les rails; le désir d’un emploi; le désir de changer 
d’occupation; et le désir de réaliser ses rêves. Nous soutenons que ces trajectoires 
reproduisent une stratification sociale existante dans la société, dans laquelle certains 
futurs sont disponibles pour certaines personnes, et pas pour d’autres.

Zusammenfasung
Die Zukunft wählen? Erzählungen über die Ausbildungs- und Berufswahl 
Schwedischer Volkshochschüler/innen. Dieser Artikel stellt folgende Fragen: 
Welches sind die Beweggründe der Teilnehmer/innen zweier unterschiedlicher Volk-
shochschulkurse in Schweden, eines Grundkurses und eines Theaterkurses, zur Wahl 
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ihrer Ausbildungs- und Berufswege, welche Ähnlichkeiten und Unterschiede können 
identifiziert werden? Wir analysieren Interviews mit Studierenden, gestützt auf einen 
narrativen Ansatz. Es resultieren fünf Kategorien: Der Wunsch, wegzukommen; der 
Wunsch, wieder auf den richtigen Weg zu kommen; der Wunsch nach einer Anstel-
lung; der Wunsch nach einem Berufswechsel und der Wunsch, seine Träume zu ver-
wirklichen. Wir behaupten, dass diese Trajektorien bestehende soziale Schichtungen 
der Gesellschaft widerspiegeln, wobei bestimmte Optionen für einige Menschen ver-
fügbar sind, für andere jedoch nicht.

Resumen
Escogiendo el propio futuro? Narrativas sobre la elección educativa y ocupa-
cional entre jóvenes de secundaria postobligatoria en Suecia. Este artículo plant-
ea estas cuestiones: ¿Como motivan sus elecciones académicas y profesionales los 
jóvenes participantes un curso básico y uno de teatro en los centros de educación 
secundaria superior en Suecia? Y ¿qué similitudes y diferencias pueden identificarse? 
Se analizan entrevistas con los estudiantes que dibujan su aproximación narrativa. 
Emergen cinco trayectorias: el deseo de marchar, el deseo de volver al itinerario, el 
deseo de empleo, el deseo de cambio de ocupación y el deseo de realizar los propios 
sueños. Se argumenta que estas trayectorias reporducen la estratificación social ex-
istente en la cual algunos futuros están disponibles para algunas personas y no para 
otras.

Introduction

This article focuses on occupational choice as a component of students’ life histo-
ries, embedded in specific social structures and contexts (Reay, 1995; Reay, David 
& Ball, 2005). The article is a response to the argument that there is a need for 
greater focus on the life histories of individuals, and how these are connected to 
wider social structures, in order to understand how and why occupational choices 
are made (cf. Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; Bloomer & Hodkinson, 2000; Billett, 
Newton & Ockerby, 2010). We specifically focus on an educational institution in 
Sweden, the folk high school (FHS), that primarily delivers non-formal education, 
ranging from compensatory education to elite education. More specifically, we are 
interested in the reasons why participants choose to study the courses they do and 
what their occupational aspirations are.

There is an extensive body of literature on occupational choice and career aspira-
tions. This literature has shown that occupational choices are based on both intrin-
sic and extrinsic factors (Fejes & Nicoll, 2010). Here, calls have been made for a 
situational understanding, focusing on how occupational choices are actually made, 
and what motivates individuals to choose certain careers (Billett et al. 2010). Occu-
pational choices have been explained in different ways: in terms of rational deci-
sion-making (for an overview, see Billett et al. 2010), social structures and processes 
(Simpson, 2005; Gottfredson & Lapan, 1997), and personal values and life histories 
(Billett et al. 2010; Fejes & Köpsén, 2014).
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In societies characterised by increasing individualisation, occupational choice 
may appear to be neutral, as though both success and failure in terms of careers 
should be ascribed solely to the capacities (or lack thereof) of the individual (Evans, 
2002). However, career aspirations are related to a range of interconnected factors, 
such as gender, socioeconomic status, race, occupational and educational levels in 
the family, and expectations of parents (Rojewski & Yang, 1997; Lidström, 2010). 
Individuals from families with higher socioeconomic status are generally more 
likely to have knowledge about and also to actively choose professional occupations, 
while the career aspirations of individuals from low-income families tend to be more 
tied to the experiences of their relatives and friends (see e.g. Brown & Barbosa, 
2001; Sellers, Satcher & Comas 1999; Mau & Bikos 2000).

Similar tendencies have been identified in a Swedish context as pertaining to, 
amongst others, municipal adult education (MAE) (Fejes et al., 2018) and FHS. Pre-
vious research has illustrated, for example, that participants engaging in FHS courses 
in the cultural area, to a greater extent than participants on the basic course, come 
from families with a higher educational background (Fürst, Levelius & Nylander, 
2018). In a similar line, Rubenson (1975) showed, in the 1970s, how participants in 
adult education with previous higher levels of education, were more likely to choose 
adult education as means for personal development of for getting better at their job, 
as compared to those with lower levels of education. In the 2000s, Assarsson and 
Sipos Zackrisson (2005, 2006), identified five main reasons for why adults engaged 
in adult education during the adult education initiative 1997–2002, when the Swed-
ish state made the largest investment in adult education ever. These reasons were: 
education as means for self realisation; supporting oneself (financially through stu-
dent loan); socialising; qualifications; and learning. In sum, these studies illustrate a 
range of reasons for engaging in studies in adult education (including FHS).

In order to further enquire into the ways in which educational and occupational 
choices are made by participants enrolled in FHS, this article focus on the partici-
pants’ life stories, asking the question: How do participants on different courses at 
FHS motivate their educational and occupational choices in relation to their specific 
life histories? What similarities and differences can be identified among participants 
on these two courses?

Folk high schools in Sweden

FHS in Sweden provide an interesting case for further elaboration in terms of adult 
students’ educational and occupational choice. On the one hand, FHS provide 
courses ranging from elite education to courses for those with short education who 
wishes to complete their compulsory school education. Thus, the student population 
is varied, so are the reasons for entering FHS. On the other hand, FHS is a unique 
education institution, with few equivalents across the world.

Sweden has a long history of institutionalised popular education, dating back to 
the mid-1800s, with the emergence of the first FHS (in 1868), study circles (the 
first created in 1902), public libraries, distance education, public lectures and the 
creation of the first study association in 1912. These institutions were developed in 
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close cooperation between social movements and the state (Gustavsson, 2013; Lars-
son, 2013). This close relationship has lasted throughout the 20th and into the 21st 
century, and was part of the corporatist arrangement of the Swedish welfare model 
(Micheletti, 1995; Premfors, 2000). In this model, relations between the state and 
civil society organisations were seen as important for the development a more dem-
ocratic society. The idea was that decisions would be more embedded in the broad 
layers of the population and that high levels of participation in the activities of such 
organisations would contribute to the fostering of a democratic population (Edquist, 
2009). Thus, popular education in Sweden is quite different from that in other coun-
tries, where the relationship between popular educational institutions and the state 
looks different, where popular education is organised as independent from—or even 
in opposition to—the state (Kane, 2013).

The FHS were originally created by the rich landowning farmers as a way for 
their sons to learn their trade. These schools were the first in Sweden to make edu-
cation beyond primary level possible. FHS quickly became popular and by the 
year 1900 there were 29 FHS in Sweden. These schools were mainly located in the 
countryside, where educational opportunities were scarce (Larsson, 2013). With 
the social movements of the early 1900s, FHS were developed into schools for the 
movement’s functionaries—many of whom were working class. In the 1930s, the 
majority of participants came from the working class, and there was a majority of 
female participants. Thus, these schools came to serve as the only possibility for fur-
ther schooling of the working class at that time (Larsson, 2013).

Today, FHS in Sweden have two kinds of owners: regional (county) councils and 
non-governmental organisations. In 2018 there were 155 FHS, spread across the 
country. Historically, many FHS were set up as boarding schools, although, since the 
1990s, many have re-organised themselves as daytime schools, without accommoda-
tion. State funding is provided for two kinds of courses: short and long. The former 
could be courses lasting only a few days, while the latter range from 15 days to sev-
eral semesters. Long courses are also divided between those providing eligibility for 
higher education (the basic course), and specialised courses, including vocational 
courses, e.g. the youth recreational programme, as well as cultural courses, which 
could be vocational, e.g. music or theatre courses.

The number of participants enrolled onto long courses in the autumn of 2017 was 
32,550 (13,360 on basic and 19,190 on specialised courses), while the number of 
participants on the short courses was 38,140 (Swedish Council for Adult Education, 
2018). As FHS offer a range of courses, participants have quite diverse backgrounds. 
Those who enrol onto the basic course are people who might have failed compul-
sory and/or upper secondary schooling. These participants often have a working-
class background, and a relatively high proportion of participants on these courses 
have a migrant background (41%). Participants on the specialised courses are quite 
diverse, depending on which of the courses they attend. But participants with a 
migrant background only make up 15% of the people on these courses.

If one focuses on the cultural courses only (one branch of the specialised courses), 
a large proportion of participants have a middle-class background (in terms of par-
ents’ educational attainment), and very few have a migrant background. This is espe-
cially true of cultural courses in the areas of music, writing and theatre, where only 
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11% of the participants have a migrant background (Fürst et al. 2018). Some of these 
cultural courses could be seen as elite education. For instance, as Nylander (2014) 
points out, jazz education at FHS is a course that participants must attend in order 
to gain access to the jazz music elite in Sweden. Studying this particular course at 
the two most prestigious FHS delivering these courses is even more prestigious than 
studying at the national music conservatory. Thus, FHS are a diverse form of adult 
education, offering courses aimed at compensating for previous school failures or 
the lack of educational attainment, providing vocational courses, and offering elite 
education in the cultural sphere. Some participants live at the school, others do not.

Narratives on educational and occupational choice

This article takes its starting point in the idea that individuals give meaning to their 
experiences and their existence, here and now, by telling stories, both to themselves 
and to others. In a way, we might say that individuals become who they are by the 
stories they tell, about themselves and their lives: individuals themselves reflect the 
stories they are (McAdams, 1993). Thus, an individual’s meaning-making and sto-
rytelling is an important point of departure in understanding, for instance, their edu-
cational and occupational choices. In line with this argument, the article employs 
a narrative approach, whereby the narrative is seen as ‘the primary form by which 
human experience is made meaningful’ (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 1). As Bamberg 
(2010, p. 77) says, the narratives that individuals tell themselves and others ‘give 
“narrative form” to experience’.

They position characters in space and time and, in a very broad sense, give 
order to and make sense of what happened—or what is imagined to have hap-
pened. Thus, it can be argued, that narratives attempt to explain or normal-
ize what has occurred; they lay out why things are the way they are or have 
become the way they are.

In line with this approach, we interviewed participants on two different courses at a 
folk high school located in a mid-sized city in Sweden in order to elicit narratives on 
educational and occupational choice. The two courses are a basic course (n14) and 
the theatre course (n10). The school was chosen due to its size, providing a range 
of courses with potential data access, as well as a site where access was granted. 
The interviews lasted between 30 and 60  min. All interviews were recorded and 
then transcribed verbatim. The interviews focused on questions about what partici-
pants considered to be important regarding educational learning for their presump-
tive occupational futures, both inside and outside popular education. Among other 
things, the interviewees spoke about why they had taken up studies at the FHS and 
about their aspirations for the future.

Based on an initial qualitative thematic analysis of the narrative data, we have 
been able to identify five distinct trajectories among the participants interviewed, 
in terms of their main reasons for engaging in studies at FHS. Firstly, we identified 
what established each of these trajectories as emerging through interviewees’ nar-
ratives. Secondly, we focused on how these trajectories were related to each other. 
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We specifically focused on the significance ascribed to past and present experiences 
for participants’ educational and occupational choice (cf. Polkinghorne, 1995). The 
five trajectories identified are: a desire to get away; a desire to get back on track; a 
desire for employment; a desire to change occupation; and a desire to realise one’s 
dreams. In the following section, each of the five trajectories will be exemplified 
by narratives from two participants each. These, in total, ten stories have been 
selected as illustrative of the five trajectories identified. However, these trajectories 
are not mutually exclusive, but overlapping. Participants most often mention several 
motives for engaging in studies at FHS, and we have categorised them in the trajec-
tory most dominant in their story.

A desire to get away

A central argument for why some participants have chosen to engage in studies on 
the basic course or the theatre course connects up with experiences of exclusion 
and/or a broken family. A desire to get away from social problems and the family 
emerges in these participants’ narratives. As Belar, one of the participants on the 
basic course elaborates:

I didn’t manage upper secondary school due to a bad home environment. I had 
a younger sister with ADHD, and my mother was single. It was a hard time for 
me and I thought that I couldn’t stay there and continue my studies as I didn’t 
do that well in upper secondary school. I felt really bad. I was often together 
with my mother taking care of my sister. So I thought that I had to get away 
from all of that. It was quite a long period. It continued for several years […] 
So I thought: ‘I have to save myself and stand on my own feet.’ So I came 
here [to the FHS] to try to live alone and maybe manage my studies. I want 
to continue my studies at university, and thus have a future. Something like 
that. I don’t really know what I want to become. I just want to have a good life. 
School is the most important thing. It’s not hard to change one’s life I think, 
but it’s hard to find the motivation. My teacher and counsellor told me that 
FHS was a good idea. Although I needed a lot [to study many subjects]. So 
they told me that FHS would be a good way to get away and get my upper sec-
ondary school degree. (Belar, 19 years old, basic course)

Here, Belar tells us about her background and that she did not manage to complete 
upper secondary school due to a tough situation at home, not least the need to sup-
port her single mother and her sister with ADHD. She tells us that, when she grew 
up, she helped out with her sister a lot. Eventually it became too much. She decided 
that she needed to get away from home, away from the things that made her feel bad 
and away from the heavy duties laid on her regarding her sister. By getting away, 
she could take care of herself and her life. The basic course at the FHS made such 
choices possible. She dreams about a future of university studies. Belar tells us that 
she was supported by a counsellor and her teacher in upper secondary school, who 
told her about the FHS as an option, a place that could be good for her and where 
she could gain eligibility to apply for higher education. A move to the FHS also 
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meant that she could focus more on school, or as she herself puts it: ‘to stand on my 
own feet’.

Saga is registered on the theatre course, and her narrative has similarities to 
Belar’s. For Saga, there is also a narrative of a broken home, which in her case even-
tually resulted in her being placed in a foster home. We here let Saga tell us a bit 
more about the trajectory that brought her to the FHS and her thoughts about the 
future:

I grew up in a broken home, in a nice area of the city, beautiful, where a lot 
of people with high incomes live. I grew up with my mother who is a nurse 
[…] I had my best friend, the kind of girl who always came to school dressed 
in a sailor dress and braids […] We played together a lot from kindergarten 
up to the first years in school. Eventually, we came to a point where I was no 
longer welcome at her home because her father didn’t like that my mother was 
a social democrat […] My mother passed away when I was nine so I lived with 
my father who was a drug addict, and my friend’s parents knew this, and thus 
they were even more reluctant to let her play with me […] When I grew older, 
I was placed in a foster home in an area where the rich people live, a place 
where it’s like, you should have the nicest care. I had a hard time fitting in 
there, because I didn’t feel that I belonged.
It all started out with pills. I’ve tried everything, but it was mostly pills for 
a long time. Every now and then I tried something different, but never any 
longer periods with heroin. And then, during secondary school, I met this fan-
tastic woman, a recreational leader. She took care of me. At first, I was like: 
‘Don’t come near me’, ‘I don’t want to’, ‘You’re stupid’, and ‘You’re like that’. 
But she never gave in. She had decided that she would help me. So I managed 
to get my grades and get into the child recreation programme at upper second-
ary school. I then had a period when I didn’t do drugs and I told myself: ‘No, 
I have to get things in order’. My studies went ok, but I was lazy. I was never 
really a motivated student. And then I had a short relapse and life didn’t turn 
out so well for me. But eventually, I decided to become a youth recreational 
leader.
I got a bit involved in acting as a child, but nothing special. My dad is a musi-
cian, and my sister has always been involved in acting. Both she and I went to 
a music class at school. And then I started the theatre class here [at the FHS] 
and I told myself: ‘This is fun, this is what I want to do’. I’ve been in my sis-
ter’s shadow a lot. She was so gifted at singing and acting, so I thought no, but 
the theatre course, I’ll apply for that. Since I was admitted, a new world has 
opened up […] Now, I’m more like, I no longer want to work in a youth recre-
ational centre, I will put my efforts here, into the things you dream of, dreams 
many people never follow. I won’t be afraid […] It’s a bit like therapy. That’s 
the wrong word, but you always have to express yourself. You can express 
yourself by dancing and you can express your emotions. And the things you 
need to express, they’re accepted. You can do whatever you want. Such free-
dom, it’s like, really cool. You don’t have to take any responsibility for it [the 
emotions expressed] […] In ten years, I hope to be able to do anything I want, 
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to be as creative as possible, no matter if it’s about doing theatre, plays, or if 
I’ll work with movies. Whatever I do, it will be something creative. (Saga, 
22 years old, theatre course)

Like Belar, Saga comes from a broken home, where initially she was living with her 
mother, who was a nurse. However, when her mother passed away, Saga moved to 
live with her father who was a musician and drug addict. In the end, she was placed 
in a foster home. When she lived with her mother, as well as when she was in the 
foster home, she was living in what she describes as a ‘nice area’. But she never 
felt that she really belonged there. The feeling of being different emerged in sev-
eral ways, not least based on her father’s drug addiction, but also on her mother’s 
political beliefs, which were not acceptable to her best friend’s father. The feeling of 
being different also emerges through the experience of exclusion when friends were 
talking about nice cars and such things. In the end, Saga started to do drugs of dif-
ferent sorts, but mostly pills.

Luckily, there was a youth recreational leader who took it upon herself to sup-
port Saga in taking control of her own life. Through such support, Saga managed, 
at least temporarily, to break free of the drugs and to enter upper secondary school. 
However, she soon fell back into doing drugs and thus she quit school. Eventually, 
she decided once again to become free of the drugs, and then she started an educa-
tion course at an FHS in order to become a youth recreational leader. This choice 
was made possible by her positive experience of the recreational leader who had 
helped her previously, as well as on her own experiences of exclusion in the past 
(see Fejes & Dahlstedt, 2018 for further descriptions of becoming a youth recrea-
tional leader). However, Saga soon felt that this occupational choice was not for her, 
and she entered the theatre course instead, a course she finds very satisfying. She 
tells us that she has always been in the shadow of her sister, a sister who was good 
at singing and acting. But now, since Saga started the theatre course, she has discov-
ered that acting and theatre are something she is good at. She describes her studies 
as a therapeutic process, which gives her space to express her feelings through other 
means than speech, not least through dancing. She experiences great freedom in 
such forms of expression. She dreams about the future as a life that will move on in 
a positive direction. From having a dream of becoming a youth recreational leader, 
she now dreams about working in theatre or the movies, something creative.

A desire to get back on track

Another trajectory leading into studies at FHS concerns a determination to recover 
from a shorter or longer period of illness, combined with experiences of educational 
failure and/or poor working conditions. The choice to enter FHS is here made based 
on the potential contribution of the educational programme to the individual’s reha-
bilitation process. Elin, one of the participants on the basic course, tells us:

The reason why I’m here is because I’ve been on sick leave for a while. Pre-
viously, I studied at MAE, due to dropping out of upper secondary school. 
However, my studies at MAE became too much. I studied so many subjects, 
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full-time studies, and it simply became too much. And maybe I wasn’t that 
motivated, and I wasn’t feeling well during that period, so I quit. I didn’t have 
the energy to complete an upper secondary school degree. Instead, I’ve been 
on sick leave, I’ve had temporary employment and such. And then, I was 
offered the possibility when I was registered with the employment office, to 
do a course here, and so I did. I really enjoyed this school, so I stayed. I don’t 
know. I’m interested in architecture and such things, so I don’t know. But not 
an architect. There are shorter courses that might make it possible to work with 
architecture. I’ll check that out a bit better. I like to be creative and create stuff, 
and I like houses and such […] So something in those areas, that’s what I’ve 
been thinking about, but we’ll see. (Elin, 34 years old, basic course)

Elin tells us that she did not complete her upper secondary school education, and 
she chose to complete these at MAE. Full-time studies at MAE became too much, so 
she quit. Instead, she experienced several periods of sick leave in combination with 
temporary employment. At the employment office, she was supported in applying 
for a course at the folk high school, which she did. She is now studying on the basic 
course, which she is satisfied with. Studying at folk high school suits her well, she 
tells us. By participating in these studies, she has become more motivated and now 
Elin dreams about a future where she can work with architecture in some way. She 
wants to work with something creative.

For Nanny, the trajectory towards entering FHS studies was somewhat different 
from Elin’s. Nanny had a job she was satisfied with. As a youth recreational leader, 
she was working at a youth recreational centre. While working there, she was also 
responsible for study circles directed towards the theatre, organised by one study 
association. She is still working part time, at the same time as studying at the FHS. 
Nanny tells us that, previously, when she was working at the study association, she 
was burnt out and ended up on a long period of sick leave:

I’m a youth recreational leader, and directly after finishing my education I was 
employed at a youth recreational centre. After a while, I also became respon-
sible for study circles in theatre at one of the study associations in this county. 
[…] I work extra now, but not as much as before. I work at a home for female 
drug addicts […] The county is big, and I worked alone and was burnt out 
really badly. I was treated badly, so I was on sick leave for a long period of 
time. I became really ill, mostly physical. My body shut down, so I had to 
go for a lot of medical examinations, so it was a physical sickness. But also a 
depression. […] Before I came here [to the FHS], I was really fed up with the-
atre. I didn’t want anything to do with it. But I applied, for egoistic reasons, for 
my own sake, as a way to try to become better, physically as well as mentally. 
It would be a way to challenge myself, to study economics and such things, 
which I don’t really like […] If I could dream, I will have financial stability. 
However boring it may sound, it would mean so much, as I would then be able 
to do anything I wanted, maybe engage more as a volunteer, I could work as 
many hours I liked. (Nanny, 32 years old, theatre course)
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Even though Nanny did not previously think that theatre was the occupation she 
would have in the future, she chose to apply for the theatre course, as part of her 
rehabilitation plan. Her choice of education was based on, as she tells us, ‘egoistic 
reasons, for my own sake, in order for me to feel good’. At the same time, the choice 
was a bit of a challenge, as she would then have to study subjects that she really did 
not like. When she talks about her dreams for the future, she sees a future of finan-
cial stability, thus making it possible for her to engage in issues on a voluntary basis, 
to the extent that she wishes and that suits her.

A desire for employment

Some participants told us that they ended up at the FHS in order to become employ-
able, i.e. to get a job. However, these participants are not always clear about what 
specific occupation they are aiming for. The desire for employment as the main rea-
son for studies at the FHS is mostly accentuated by participants on the basic course. 
Education here becomes a means to gain qualifications at the same time as it pro-
vides time during which one can think about what one would like to do in the future, 
after completing one’s studies. For instance, Teo tells us that he has never known 
what he wants to become in terms of occupation. After secondary school, he entered 
the hotel and restaurant programme at upper secondary school, as his sister was 
already working in that particular area. He was working in an hourly based job in 
order to get his finances together. But it was hard. Before deciding to apply for the 
FHS, he had no money because he was working too little. He describes his working 
conditions as highly precarious, involving him moving around to get hourly employ-
ment, which in the end was not worth it, as it just did not generate sufficient income. 
He then started to study in circles organised by one of the study associations. When 
he told the circle leader about his ambition to apply for FHS, he was encouraged to 
do so. For Teo, the choice of entering the basic course at FHS was a big step forward 
in life.

I’ve never known what I want to get educated for, so this hotel and restaurant 
stuff was something I just went into due to the stress after ninth grade: ‘Well, 
what am I supposed to do now?’ And then my sister went into the hotel and 
restaurant programme, and she said that it’s fun, and so on. Food is good, it’s 
good to eat, kind of […] I was employed by the hour, it was mostly because, 
you know, you have to do something to get the finances running. […] Before 
I was enrolled in the FHS, I had no money, because I rarely worked. I only 
got to work the worst hours, when you have to go to a lot of different places, 
all day, and just do small jobs. But I told myself to stop doing that, because it 
was just not worth the trip on the bicycle out into the countryside just for two 
hours, to work. […] So, before I started here, I didn’t do very much. I went 
to a study association.[…] When I told them I was thinking about studying 
and was considering FHS, they really pushed me to start studying. Because it’s 
very easy when you just stay at home, to get a little lazy and maybe a little shy 
of people and you don’t have the energy… Yes, and then there was this school. 
(Teo, 22 years old, basic course)
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In Joseph’s case as well, the desire for employment stands out as the most important 
motive for entering the FHS.

Joseph  That’s a good question. I don’t even know if I know that myself. I hap-
pened to end up here. No, but I was engaged in studies at MAE previ-
ously. Since then, I’ve been working for a few years, and then I felt that 
I would like to start studying again. And then I chose between MAE 
and FHS. The girl from the City recommended FHS, so just one week 
before the school started, I applied. I was enrolled, so here I am

Researcher  How long will you study here?
Joseph  I really don’t know. Perhaps one year or so, or maybe two. I really 

don’t know. I just come here, study and then I hope that it will be over 
as soon as possible. […]

Researcher  How would you like your life to be in like ten years?
Joseph  I don’t know. Hopefully, I’ll have finished school. Actually, I think I’ll 

be working with something that I really enjoy
Researcher  Is there anything you know you would like to work with, right now?
Joseph  No, well, I’ll have to figure that out, think of something that’s interest-

ing. Something that I’ll enjoy doing for a long time, too. So I’ll not get 
tired of it after five or ten years

Researcher  Do you think this is how it will be?
Joseph  I don’t know. This is a difficult question. You have to wish that it will 

happen and really strive for it, but then it may happen that there isn’t 
so much work available, and then you’ll perhaps need to find some-
thing else to do. Anyway, I hope that there will be work available in 
that business. I hope. (Joseph, 22 years old, basic course)

Joseph tells us that he ended up at the FHS more or less by accident. He had 
experience of a few years of studies in MAE, and some work experience. After a 
few years in working life, he felt that it was time to study again, and the choice was 
between MAE and the FHS. When a person recommended the FHS, he made his 
choice, and ended up on the basic course. He hopes to finish his studies as soon as 
possible in order to find a job he enjoys. However, he does not yet know what that 
occupation would be. He describes his studies as a way to find a new job as well 
as finding time to find out what job he would like to have in the future. However, 
no matter what, the occupation does at least have to be something interesting, and 
something he will not easily get tired of.

A desire to change occupation

A desire to change occupation is yet another reason for engaging in studies at FHS. 
As with the desire to find employment, the desire to change occupation is more com-
mon in interviewees on the basic course, as compared to participants on the theatre 
course. For participants on the basic course, a change in occupation is not primar-
ily related to a process of rehabilitation, but rather as a way to gain new energy in 
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working life. As Emma, a participant on the basic course who previously worked as 
a hairdresser, tells us:

I just have to say: This is so much fun. At first, I just wanted to have another 
job and then I thought: then I have to go to upper secondary school to get a dif-
ferent education, as fast and soon as possible. So I thought, I’ll just complete 
these two years, so I can apply for the next school. But now, these two years 
are almost over. […] I’ve thought a lot about why it turned out the way it did, 
but I think I felt that I did what I did, that I’ve been doing it for so long and so 
much that it was just no longer fun. So I wanted to get to know whether I could 
do something more. And I think it was this ability to think that I really missed. 
When you work as a hairdresser, you meet the same people. You know, you 
talk about cake recipes, traditions. Some people you get to have deeper conver-
sations with, but otherwise it’s very, I felt that I was very tired of this superfi-
cial stuff. (Emma,   39 years old, basic course)

Here, the choice of entering the FHS is related to Emma’s desire to find a different 
occupation. Such a determination to change turned her path towards the FHS. She 
expresses a feeling of having worked too long as a hairdresser, and thus it was no 
longer any fun. A feeling of wanting to do something more in life grew stronger, 
and not least, as she tells us, a desire to stimulate ‘the ability to think’. She describes 
being a hairdresser as too repetitive and not very intellectually stimulating, not least 
as it is usually the same people coming back, and the conversations with customers 
usually end up concerning everyday issues such as cake recipes.

Another participant on the basis course, Ehan, also felt that it was time to find 
a new occupation. He had previously been in construction work, painting houses, 
drilling and renovation. This occupation was varied, it was good pay, but toilsome. 
Now that he is enter his mid 20 s, he wishes to find a new occupation, and thus he is 
studying at the FHS.

I studied social science/economics at upper secondary school, but then I 
started working and I enjoyed building things. Then I had this contact, so I 
started working, painting roof tiles, and then I got into concrete and also reno-
vation […] However, I won’t be able to do this forever. It’s very demanding, 
physically. I got up at quarter past five and came home at seven every day, so 
you don’t have time to do much more. The money’s good. I don’t want to be 
paid less. Perhaps you get a bit greedy, but when you’re young you have to 
seize the opportunity and work as much as possible. I’m going to study here 
and then maybe study to become a teacher or to work in systems science, or 
I’ll see. I’m so bad at maths, so probably I won’t be able to go into systems sci-
ence, but maybe something else, a teacher of philosophy, psychology or some-
thing like that, sports. (Ehan, 23 years old, basic course)

Long working hours and strenuous work are here contrasted with a good income. 
Thus, a desire to change occupation has shifted Ehan’s trajectory, from his previous 
occupation into studying on the basic course. However, due to the relatively good 
income in his previous occupation, he does not see himself taking just any job. He 
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has become used to a certain standard of living and thus he does not want to have 
a lower wage than was previously the case. Concerning the choice of occupation, 
Ehan has several ideas. Which one he will finally end up in is still undecided. But 
one thing is certain, the way forward starts with further studies, first on the basic 
course at the FHS and then onwards, to higher education, and perhaps then becom-
ing a teacher or working in systems science.

A desire to realise one’s dreams

Several of the participants describe their studies at the FHS as part of realising their 
dreams. However, this narrative is only visible in interviews with participants on 
the theatre course. As Joar tells us, he is attending the theatre course as part of his 
personal development; in this case, as a way of discovering what he would find most 
interesting to do in life.

I went to a music school, and after that I wanted more of what they taught and 
then I came here […] Both in terms of personal development and emotionally, 
we get a broader repertoire of expressions or that kind of thing. You get to 
know what you really enjoy doing […] I think it’s a goal to be able to choose 
what you want to do, to say no to things you don’t want to do, so you don’t 
have to sell out, but that’s quite difficult […] I think that, say if you don’t get 
a job in three years, but when you’re into the fourth year, you just need to be 
diligent and keep on struggling. You should not give up, I believe in karma. 
(Joar, 22 years old, theatre course)

Joar tells us that a goal for everyone should be to have the opportunity to say no to 
anything they do not like. In other words, the goal should be self-realisation, to fol-
low one’s dreams in life. At the same time, he is conscious of the challenges of get-
ting a job in the area he is educating himself for. Despite this, he expresses a strong 
belief in his ability to realise his dreams, not least based on hard and tenacious work.

Ane, another participant on the theatre programme, tells us that she does not 
really know if the course will lead to a job.

It’s all about Bengt and Sigrid [both teachers on the theatre course], that I’ve 
been working with them. They told me they would start a course and then my 
first question was: ‘How do I apply?’ […] Actually, I’m trying not to think so 
much about it, because then I get kind of panicky. I hope I’ll be able to cre-
ate a job that I think is fun. I want to have fun… I don’t know if we live more 
than once, but I’m here now, so I need to try to get the best out of it, somehow. 
I had a long and difficult time when I was living in Denmark, so because of 
that, it’s really nice to find things that are playful, fun and bright, just to have 
fun, kind of. I think that’s extremely important. […] In ten years, then I would 
like to have a little cabin, some place and a wonderful husband and a couple 
of kids who are great fun. And then a cat and a dog. And then I would work 
everywhere, as much as I want, take the kids maybe… work internationally, in 
different places and with different projects, and get variety all the time, do dif-
ferent things, and not do the cleaning, sort of. […] But I still think it’s impor-



 International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance

1 3

tant to have a base, because I don’t like not having roots somewhere, kind of. I 
want to feel at home, and then you can run around. (Ane, 29 years old, theatre 
course)

As expressed here, Ane chose to enter the programme primarily due to the teach-
ers, as they are people she really wants to work with in the future. She tells us that 
she has had a tough period abroad, living in Denmark, and thus she now feels that 
she has to engage in studies which are fun. For her, the educational choice is a way 
to break free from a bad situation. She dreams about a future with a family, and an 
occupation where she has the opportunity to travel and work internationally. In such 
a working life, she imagines opportunities to work with anything she likes, and as 
much as she likes. She wants to work on different projects, in order to get variety, 
and at the same time, backing up this working life of travelling, she wants to have a 
stable place, a place to call home.

Concluding discussion

In this article, we have highlighted both similarities and differences between educa-
tional and occupational trajectories among participants on the basic course and the 
theatre course at an FHS in Sweden. We have identified five different trajectories 
across the interviews. On both courses, there are participants who have entered stud-
ies at the FHS as a way to get away from broken homes, as a new start in life, or as 
a way to overcome previous educational failures in order to become eligible to enter 
higher education. We have also been able to identify examples from both courses, 
of participants who view their studies as a way of returning to work after a shorter 
or longer period of sick leave. In these cases, studying at FHS becomes part of a 
rehabilitation process, on the path towards new goals in life. However, we have also 
identified three trajectories unique to one or other of the two courses. For some of 
the participants on the basic course, studying at the FHS is a way to become employ-
able. However, many of these participants are unclear about exactly what occupation 
they are interested in. In most of these cases, studying at the FHS becomes a way to 
get away from a precarious labour market. The same goes for the trajectory focused 
on finding a new occupation. For these participants on the basic course, FHS is a 
way to find a new occupation. Such result resembles the result provided by Dahl-
stedt et al. (2018). They argue that many of those with a working class background 
entering municipal adult education in Sweden, do so in order to leave a precarious 
labour market, and to find ways to find new employment or to become eligible for 
entering certain programs in higher education, such as the program for social work 
or teacher training.

The final trajectory only emerges in the interviews with participants from the the-
atre course. Here, FHS becomes a means to realise one’s dreams in life. Such a tra-
jectory could be cast in the light of Nylander’s (2014) study, illustrating how, as well 
as providing general education for the broader layers of the population, the FHS also 
provides elite courses attracting a different group of participants. Or rather, the FHS 
becomes a site where the social stratification of society at large becomes visible, 
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based on who is there, and what kinds of courses they attend. those attending cul-
tural courses at folk high schools, and especially courses in theatre, are most likely 
to come from a higher class background (Fürst et  al. 2018). We can also connect 
back to Rubenson (1975) who illustrated that those, in the 1970s, with higher level 
of education, where more likely to choose adult education as a way for personal 
development as compared to those with lower levels of education.

In sum, our study illustrates that participants on the basic course provide motives 
and ideals about work that to a large extent relate to working-class ideals, while par-
ticipants on the theatre course, to a larger extent, describe motives that relate to mid-
dle-class ideals (see e.g. Reay, David & Ball, 2005; Dahlstedt et al., 2018). This does 
indeed have consequences, because education for those who adhere to working-class 
ideals, i.e. a desire to gain employment, to rehabilitate or re-school oneself towards 
a specific occupation, becomes, to a large extent, a means to adapt to current norms 
in society and to fulfil one’s duties by working hard and thus contributing to society.

Even though the empirical material analysed in this article is limited to quite 
a small number of participants, enrolled on two different courses, in one specific 
FHS in Sweden, we can nevertheless identify tendencies of how trajectories lead 
into studies at FHS, and how dreams about the future are given meaning by spe-
cific experiences, and are thus highly influenced by the particular background of the 
participants. The question one might pose, given these results, is: what dreams are 
possible, for whom, and who can realise such dreams? This in turn actualises ques-
tions concerning the very role of the FHS in society, and its ability to function as a 
collective power for social change and for making dreams of a different social order 
come true.
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