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ABSTRACT

Digitalization, global networking and work tasks are becoming increasingly complex and diversified. Thus, there should be investment in the
development of wide-ranging capabilities at work. The change also sets a challenge to education providers to develop their offerings in an
increasingly personalized way. In addition, adaptability, desire for lifelong learning and continuous acquisition of new skills are prominent
issues in today’s working life. This article aims to introduce how higher education can be developed to enable individual study paths for
students. The development work has been carried out under the ‘Lapland UAS Master School” project during 8/2018-12/2020. We have piloted
our solutions with Master’s degree students in Service Management in Digital Era. Based on the pilot, we have developed an educational
framework that we are now extending to all training programs of our Master’s School at Lapland University of Applied Sciences. This article
introduces our educational framework from the point where students can choose their combination of studies depending on their individual
competence needs based on lifelong learning and the specific skills required for their career
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Introduction

Nowadays, work communities are constantly diversifying
along with the changes in working life and transformation of
work. Diversity refers to the crossing of educational
boundaries, wherein graduates of different degree levels and
fields of study work in the same team or working group.
This kind of diversity in work communities is a great asset
and supports the development of new ways of working.
Thus, educational institutions and their study programs have
to be developed further to serve students’ individual needs
based on the specific skills required for their career.

At the same time, higher education institutions are
increasingly  fragmented due to their increased
professionalization and specialization in work [1]. However,
this fragmentation poses challenges with regard to providing
education that meets individual needs. While the
Competence-Based Approach (CBA) is quite an old learning
methodology, it provides many potential benefits for higher
education as well. The Competence-Based Education (CBE)
model is defined ‘as an outcome- based approach to
education that incorporates modes of instructional delivery
and assessment efforts designed to evaluate mastery of
learning by students through their demonstration of the
knowledge, attitudes, values, skills, and behaviors required
for the degree sought.” [2]. Thus, the CBE can be utilized
while developing the content of courses to meet the
requirements related to new competence needs in current
and future work environments. However, pedagogical
solutions during trainings are not sufficient. Hy6tynen and
Tynkkynen [3] highlighted the need for flexible and
individualized study paths that allow for the use of
digitalization to match lifelong learning needs and skills
with the needs of the changing world of work. The
framework enabling individual study paths based on
students® previous studies and work experience is needed in
higher education.
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The Finnish National Agency for Education has launched an
anticipation process within the framework of the National
Forum for Skills Anticipation, in which experts of working
life, education and training anticipate future skill and
education needs and reflect on proposals concerning the
development of education and training. The report
‘Osaaminen 2035’ [4] examines changes in the importance
of competencies and skills and anticipates the most
important skills come 2035. The results show that future
working life will be characterized by the progress of
digitalization, the rise of sustainable development and
economic values and the need for continuous learning.
Furthermore, according to the report ‘Osaamisrakenne 2035’
[5], the ability to be inspired and motivated and skills related
to interaction, communication and cooperation are generic
skills that are generic skills that will gain more significance,
especially in management and expert positions. The ongoing
digital  transformation  provides  possibilities  for
organizations to increase their internal efficiency or external
opportunities, such as new data-driven services for
customers, or it can induce disruptive changes that affect the
organizations’ business models [6,7]. It is estimated that the
aforementioned changes in working life will require new
skills, such as expertise in the utilization of digital solutions,
changes and networking as well as partnership and
stakeholder expertise [5]. The changes described above need
to be considered in the provision and structures of
education. Consequently, it is important to develop higher
education to be more student-oriented and more agile in
order to meet the challenges posed by the current times and
changes in the operating environment.

In the ‘Lapland UAS Master School’ project carried out by
Lapland University of Applied Sciences, we planned and
implemented multidisciplinary and student-oriented studies
leading to a master’s degree. One of the main goals was to
ensure that the studies enable students to obtain stronger
expertise related to the management and development tasks
of multidisciplinary teams. This requirement was derived
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from several discussions and workshops with the
university’s students as well as national and international
representatives of working life.

This article introduces the process of developing the
individual study paths of students as well as the educational
framework that has been created. Due to the evolving
competencies needed in working life, it was understood that
the way education is provided has to be changed. In the
future, Master’s degree graduates are expected to be resilient
and able to upgrade their knowledge according to the needs
of agile working environments. We understood that we, as
educators of future experts, need to enable our graduates to
build their individual study paths. The developed framework
is now being extended to all training programs of our
Master’s School at Lapland University of Applied Sciences
in Finland.

The article has the following structure: first, the progress
and methods used during the development project are
described in Section 2; then, the developed framework is
introduced with details in Section 3; next, the challenges and
the proposed solution are discussed and concluded in
Section 4; and finally, conclusions are drawn in Section 5.

Methods

This section describes the methods, activities and processes
needed for producing a new educational framework. As
mentioned before, the research was carried out under the
‘Lapland UAS Master School’ project during 2018-2020.
The main goal of the project was to produce a student-
oriented, multidisciplinary educational framework for
Master’s degree programs that taps into the opportunities of
digitalization. Furthermore, a particular goal was set for the
work: the framework has to support and promote persons
with university degrees in their professional transition into
working life, e.g. help them take up new positions at
horizontal level or more challenging positions at vertical
level.

The development work was carried out using the co-creation
method. Co-creation involves doing things purposefully and
equally together, and it is about more than just talking about
things together. The goal is also to create something new
and find a common target. Co-creation is a fast-paced
process of bringing out and experimenting with concrete
issues [8]. For example, collaborative design and
development process has been proven to provide many
concrete benefits for service providers: they receive valuable
feedback about customers’ opinions concerning their
services to be used in developing and marketing the services
[9].

The actual development team of the project consisted of four
principal lecturers from multidisciplinary backgrounds. In
addition to the teaching team responsible for the
development work based on recent research reports and
literature, the results of the work have been evaluated and
commented on by experts representing organizations
operating in various fields of activity. In this respect, the
project continues to develop the activity known as Visiting
Professors. Visiting Professor (VP) is a representative of
working life and a specialist who delivers information
relevant to students about changes in the operating
environment and the needs of working life. Currently, six
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Finnish VPs have committed to the collaboration, and two
international VPs are due to join. The VP activity is based
on networked collaboration in order to develop the content
and structure of Master’s degree programs by utilizing the
co-creation method.

Thus, co-creation took place as an activity between teachers
on one hand but also as an interactive process between
teachers and working life representatives on the other
(Figure 1). This wide-ranging interdisciplinary cooperation
during the education development process was then
continued in classes as an interdisciplinary learning process
for students.

Literature, reports,
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Figure 1. Multidisciplinary Co-creation Process

The joint planning of the curriculum continued with the
planning of course implementation, which was done for the
student group of ‘Service Management in the Digital Era’ in
the team of principal lecturers at Lapland University of
Applied Sciences. This way, in addition to the competence-
based nature of the courses, the plans concerning course
integration were implemented, and the educational
competencies were brought to the forefront during teaching.
The evaluation and development of the courses was
discussed together. The multidisciplinary background work
carried out together with a multidisciplinary group of
students gave rise to completely new ideas and innovative
solutions for the development needs of working life.

The newly developed educational framework was started to
applied in spring 2020. The work was organized by a
specially designated Development Forum consisting of all
the principal lecturers at Lapland UAS Master School. At
the moment, we are planning courses, contents and
structures according to the development framework. The
new, student-oriented curriculum will be deployed in
Autumn 2021.

Results

In this section, we introduce in detail the framework
developed for use at Lapland UAS Master School. Figure 2
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provides an overview of the new framework — a student-
oriented, multidisciplinary Master’s degree educational
framework. This kind of framework for Master’s Degree
Studies has not been outlined earlier. The novelty value of
this framework is based on the idea of containing individual
study paths to the whole educational framework designed
for Master’s Degree Studies so that students' individual
competence needs are taken into consideration and the
development of multidisciplinary competences are enabled.
As explained earlier in this article, the main objective of the
framework is to support a student’s individual study path.
The process begins when the new student is starting their
Master’s degree studies. In the first phase, they choose the
theme for their study path. The theme options based on the
strategy of the Higher Education Institution (HEI) are; Actor
in Responsible Networking; Developer of Northern
Diversity; and Innovator of Future Services.

The second step in the framework is common to and
compulsory for all the Master’s degree students, containing
courses such as ‘Knowledge management and Development
Methods of Working Life’. According to HEI’s philosophy

related to Master’s studies, these two courses form the
professional basis of Master’s degree studies. Thereafter, the
student can continue along their chosen theme path, taking
the Specialization studies they prefer or expect to support
their future career development. Options in the
Specialization studies include 3—4 modules worth of 15-20
credits; the student has to choose one module.

In the final stage of the framework, the student can choose
courses worth of 5-30 credits from the module called
‘Studies for expanding expertise’. These studies are
available to all Master’s degree students. The number of
courses needed depends on the degree the student is taking.
Along with the modules and courses the student is taking,
they work with the Master’s thesis project as depicted in the
figure above. The scope of the thesis is normally
approximately 30 credits, which means about six months of
full-time studying. In higher education, the thesis is usually
scheduled for the end of the studies. In our model, the thesis
is worked on by means of multidisciplinary work in pairs or
small groups throughout the student’s studies.

Individual study path
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Figure 2. The Framework for Master’s Degree Studies

Conclusion

We all live in an era of rapid technological and educational
change, and responding to this shifting landscape also
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requires that new opportunities be created for Master’s
degree studies. From now on, students can select studies for
their Master’s degree program in alignment with their needs
for the transitional phases of their careers at Lapland UAS.
The students’ study paths are now more individual and
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flexible than they were before the project was launched at
Lapland UAS Master School. The result was a structure for
Master’s degree studies based on alternative study modules
for a virtual study unit, supported by the activities of
Visiting Professors based on the participation of domestic
and international actors in working life and education, and
work-focused pedagogy based on assignments and
applicable interests.

The results from this project by Lapland UAS Master
School also offer a rejoinder for teachers who seek to meet
the diverse, interconnected and holistic needs of their
Master’s degree students. The project not only seemed to
help teachers meet specific pedagogical needs, but their
networks also gave many participants the opportunity to
create new ways to collaborate with working life
representatives at a national and international level.
However, despite everything that has been achieved,
challenges may be looming ahead in near future. For
example, networks require maintenance and development,
the new model needs further development and continuity
needs to be maintained. Discussion and evaluation of key
stakeholders needs to be continued to reach a consensus on
what needs to be integrated, prioritized and used as content
in our educational framework.
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