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An opportunity to take my sabbatical at the University
of Tampere in Finland was both exciting and somewhat
daunting. I had never been to any Nordic countries
before and I of course did not speak any Finnish.
However, I was so grateful for the opportunity I was
afforded through our university’s relationship with the
University of Tampere when I was offered a place as a

Visiting Researcher to the Gender Studies department.

Before leaving for Finland, my research interest was
the difference in job opportunities for newly graduated
female and male students, particularly in the Kyushu
area. [ was curious about whether or not employer
expectations were changing, and if so how and what did
they want now from new graduates. In addition to that,
were there different expectations and/or opportunities for
new graduates based on their gender? Finland is a
country that has a number of commonalities with Japan,
and that offered a different perspective to the usual

comparisons with western, English speaking countries.

However soon after my arrival at the University of
Tampere 1 was asked to give a seminar paper and, as a
result of that, significantly changed the focus of my
research. Rather than target gender differences, I looked
more deeply at the current state of both employer and new
graduate expectations, and how that impacts on the
changing nature of future work life and conditions. For
me, the seminar feedback and thoughtful comments from
experienced researchers from a wide range of disciplines
was the most valuable aspect of the sabbatical. I attended
lectures that exposed me to theory and research that I was
not familiar with, and more important, was the opportunity

to discuss and debate ideas with a diverse range of

FeEARERRT Young Shirley

academics.  Finland’s proximate location to Europe
means that there are a multitude of visiting lecturers from
Europe, Scandinavia, Africa and North America. Debate
around theoretical, political and cultural perspectives is
at once diverse and specific. It was intellectually
stimulating, at times confrontational, but always thought-
provoking. The cross-pollination of disciplines and ideas
gave depth, nuance and complexity to discussions. This
plethora of perspectives, disciplines and experiences was
invaluable to me in developing my research in ways I had

not previously thought about.

Trends toward the future of work indicate that Small
and Medium Enterprises (SME) are expecting new
graduates to arrive with an array of usable skills rather
than develop them through on-the-job training or in-house
courses. Large corporations are also following this trend,
although at a slower rate of change. Overall companies
in Europe and Japan are expending significantly less on
in-house training than they have in the past; this appears to
be a continuing trend. Consequently, greater respon-
sibility or expectation - and hence cost - is falling on
educational institutions to provide training that was

previously the purview of companies.

Emerging expectations by employers fall into two
categories: job-specific training and “soft skills”. Job-
specific training includes specialist subjects such as
medicine, engineering, computing or applied sciences.
“Soft skills” include such things as presentation skills,
effective communication, leadership, and intercultural
understanding. It is speculated that for the coming
generation, the profile of a single work life will see a

person transitioning through 4 or 5 different careers. So



how should we be preparing our youth for their future
work life ?

The way forward is unclear given the rapid rate of
change, and consequent unpredictability, of the work
environment.  Technological changes are having a
profound effect on established fields of work such as
medicine, law and logistics, to mention but a few, with
little understanding of what or how these extant labour
markets may be replaced. Suffice to say, adaptability,
versatility, the ability to multi-skill and scaffold existing
experience to bridge disciplines and accommodate new
circumstances will be of value to new graduates. Life-
long learning also looks to be an inevitable consequence of

a mutable future.

The University of Tampere is one of two universities
located in the city of Tampere, located about two hours
by train north -west of Helsinki. The university is one
of the most popular in Finland with a student body of
about 15,000 and is located near the centre of the city.
There are six faculties including Communication Sciences,
Education and Management. The university was

originally founded in Helsinki in 1925 and relocated to

Tampere in 1960.

UNIVERSITY
OF TAMPERE

Figure 1: University of Tampere

The working environment was quite different to my
life at Fukuoka University. Finnish universities are
independent corporations under public law and thus are
given autonomy over research and education. They are in

most part publicly funded but when I talked with people

Figure 2: Art gallery & restaurant in Tampere

it seemed there are also a lot of collaborative projects done
with business. On the floor where I shared an office with
a local researcher, almost everyone was principally
involved with research, supervising graduate students and
with a teaching load of perhaps one seminar class a
week. Seminars by visiting lecturers, local researchers
and post-graduate students were constant and ongoing.
People also spent much of their time writing applications
and proposals for funding for specific projects, and thus
future employment. Projects generally seemed to be of

1 to 3 years duration.

Lastly Tampere city, and indeed Finland, are a
wonderful place to live. Tampere city lies on an isthmus
between two great lakes and much of the city area is
natural forest with walking, running and bicycling paths.
The lake water is extraordinarily clear and sweet - and
frozen in the winter. The local custom of heating up in
the sauna, and then immersing yourself in the frozen lake
water for 2 or 3 minutes, then returning to the sauna - was
surprisingly invigorating. I would definitely recommend
it. The city has a rich working class history, being one
of the flash points of the civil war in 1918 that came out of
Finland’s independence from Russia in 1917. Historic
buildings such as the Finlayson Cotton Mills and various
churches give character to the area, as well as an energetic
crafts, design and art culture. The contemporary music
scene features a jazz festival and a rock festival throughout

the summer. Family values are respected and supported



by public policy such as limited shopping hours on
weekdays and weekends, and the observance of an 8 hour

work day.




